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To Luis. 
To Mauro, to Irene and to Elisa 
I watch over you.




One of the two Spains will freeze your heart

Antonio Machado




I

Heart

I am tired of not knowing where to die. This is the greatest sadness of the emigrant. What is there to connect us to the cemeteries in the countries in which we live? [. . .]

Don’t you understand ? We are the ones who have observed each and every thought for thirty years. For thirty years we have longed for a lost paradise, a paradise that is unique, special, that is ours. A paradise of crumbling houses and collapsing roofs. A paradise of deserted streets, of unburied dead. A paradise of razed walls, fallen towers and devastated fields [. . .] We are the exiles of Spain [. . .] Leave us our ruins. We must begin again from the ruins. We will get there.

María Teresa León, Memoria de la Melancolía
 (Buenos Aires, 1970)


 



 



 


What distinguishes man from the animals is that man is an heir, not simply a descendant.

José Ortega y Gasset


The women weren’t wearing tights. Their fat, fleshy knees bulged over the elastic of their socks, peeking out from under the hem of their dresses, which were not really dresses but shapeless, collarless smocks made of some lightweight fabric I could not name. I looked at them, planted like squat trees in the unkempt cemetery, wearing no stockings, no boots, and with no other coat than the coarse woollen jackets they kept closed by folding their arms across their chests.

The men weren’t wearing overcoats either, but their jackets - made of a darker shade of the same coarse wool - were buttoned up to hide the fact that they had their hands in their pockets. Like the women, they all looked identical - shirts buttoned to the throat, heavy stubble, hair close cropped. Some wore caps, others were bare headed, but, like the women, they adopted the same stance: legs apart, heads held high, feet planted firmly in the ground like stout trees, ancient and strong, impervious to cold or catastrophe.

My father, like them, had had no time for people who were sensitive to the cold. I remembered that as I stood with the icy wind from the sierras slashing at my face - ‘a bit of a breeze’, he would have called it. In early March the sun can be deceitful, pretending to be riper, warmer, on one of those late winter mornings when the sky seems like a photograph of itself, the blue so intense it looks as though a child had coloured it in with a crayon - a perfect sky, clear, deep, translucent; in the distance, the mountains’ peaks still capped with snow, a few pale clouds ravelling slowly, their unhurried progress completing this perfect illusion of spring. ‘A glorious day’, my father would have said, but I was cold as the icy wind whipped at my face and the damp seeped through the soles of my boots, my woollen socks, through the delicate barrier  of skin. ‘You should have been in Russia, or Poland, now that was cold’, my father would say when as kids we grumbled about the cold on mornings like this. ‘You should have been in Russia, or Poland, now that was cold’. I remembered his words as I stared at these men, these hardy men who did not feel the cold, men he had once resembled. ‘You should have been in Russia, or Poland’, and the voice of my mother saying, ‘Julio, don’t say things like that to the children . . .’

‘Are you all right, Álvaro?’

I heard my wife’s voice, felt the pressure of her fingers, her hand searching for mine in my coat pocket. Mai turned to me, her eyes wide, her smile uncertain; the expression of someone intelligent enough to know that, in the face of death, there is no possible consolation. The tip of her nose glowed pink and the dark hair that usually tumbled over her shoulders lashed at her face.

‘Yes,’ I said after a moment. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’

I squeezed her fingers and then she left me to my thoughts.

There may be no consolation in the face of death, but it would have pleased my father to be buried on a morning like this, so similar to the mornings when he would bundle us all into the car and drive to Torrelodones for lunch. ‘A glorious day, just look at that sky, and the Sierra! You can see all the way to Navacerrada. The air is so fresh it’d bring a dead man back to life . . .’ Mamá never enjoyed these trips, though she had spent her summers in Torrelodones as a child and it was where she had met her future husband. I didn’t enjoy them either, but we all loved him - his strength, his enthusiasm, his joy - and so we smiled and sang ‘ahora que vamos despacio vamos a contar mentiras, ¡tra-la-rá!, vamos a contar mentiras’, all the way to Torrelodones. It’s a curious town: from a distance, it looks like a housing estate, but as you draw nearer it seems to be nothing more than a train station and a scatter of buildings. ‘You know why it’s called Torrelodones?’ Of course we knew, it was named after the little fortress that perched like a toy castle on top of the hill, the Torre de los Lodones, yet every time we came he would explain it to us again. ‘The fortress is an ancient tower built by the Lodones, they were a tribe, a bit like the Visigoths . . .’ My father always claimed he didn’t like the town, but he loved taking us there, to show us the hills and the mountains and the meadows where as a boy he had tended sheep with his father; he loved to wander the streets, stopping to chat with everyone,  and afterwards telling us the same stories: ‘That’s Anselmo - his grandfather was my grandfather’s cousin. That woman over there is Amada and the woman with her is Encarnita, they’ve been friends since they were little girls. That man over there, his name’s Paco, he had a vicious temper, but my friends and I used to steal apples from his orchard . . .’

At the slightest sound Paco would rush out of his house waving his rifle, though he never actually shot at the boys who were stealing his cherries, his figs. Anselmo was much older than my father; by rights he should have been long dead, yet here he was at my father’s funeral, and beside him Encarnita. Beneath the wizened mask of old age, I could still see the plump, friendly faces that had smiled into my childish eyes. It had been years - more than twenty years - since that last ‘glorious Sunday morning’ when my father had taken us to Torrelodones for lunch. I hadn’t been back since and the sight of all these people moved me. Time had been cruel to some of them, gentler to others, but they had all washed up on the shore of an old age that was very different to my father’s. At some other time, some other place, some other funeral, I probably wouldn’t have recognised them in the dark mass of huddled bodies, but that morning I stared at each of them in turn, at their powerful bodies, their solid legs, their natural, almost haughty, formality, their shoulders aged but not bowed, their dark, tawny skin, weathered by the mountain sun which burns but does not tan. Their cheeks were etched with long wrinkles, deep as scars. No delicate web of crow’s feet round their eyes, but deep, hard lines, as though time had carved their faces with a chisel thicker than the fine blade it had used on my father.

Julio Carrión González might have been born in a little house in Torrelodones, but he died in a hospital in Madrid, his skin ashen, his eldest daughter - an intensive care doctor - in attendance, and with every tube and monitor and machine available. Long ago, before I was conceived, his life had taken a different path from the lives of the men and women he had known as a boy, the people who had outlived him, who had come to his funeral as if from another time, another world, from a country that no longer existed. Life had changed in Torrelodones too. I knew that if they had time, if they knew someone with a phone, a car, these people would also die surrounded by tubes and monitors and machines. I knew that the fact that they still left the house without an overcoat, a  purse or tights said little about their bank balance, which had been steadily growing over the years thanks to the influx of people from Madrid prepared to pay any price for a plot of land barely big enough to graze a dozen sheep on. I knew all this, yet looking across the grave at their weather-beaten faces, the stocky frames, the threadbare corduroy trousers, the cigarette butts clenched defiantly between the lips of some, what I saw was the abject poverty of the past. In the fat, bare knees of these women with nothing to keep out the cold but a coarse woollen jacket, I saw a harsher, crueller Spain.

We stood on the opposite side of the grave. His family, the well-dressed product of his prosperity, his widow, his children, his grandchildren, some of his colleagues, the widows of former colleagues, a few friends from the city I lived in, from the world I knew and understood. There weren’t many of us. Mamá had asked us not to tell people. ‘I mean, Torrelodones, it’s hardly Madrid,’ she said, ‘people might not want to come all that way . . .’ We realised that she wanted only those closest to her at the funeral, and we had respected her wishes. I hadn’t told my sisters-in-law, nor my mother’s brothers, I hadn’t even told Fernando Cisneros, my best friend since university. There weren’t many of us, but we weren’t expecting anyone else.

I hate funerals, everyone in the family knows that. I hate the gravediggers, their offhand manner, the predictable, hypocritical expression of condolence they put on when their eyes accidentally meet those of the bereaved. I hate the sound of the shovels, the grating of the coffin against the sides of the grave, the quiet whisper of the ropes; I hate the ritual of throwing handfuls of earth and single roses on to the coffin and the insincere, portentous homily. I hate the whole macabre ceremony, which inevitably turns out to be so brief, so banal, so unimaginably bearable. That’s why I was standing with Mai off to one side, almost out of earshot of the droning voice of Father Aizpuru, the priest Mamá had invited from Madrid. The man who, she claimed, had kept her children on the straight and narrow, the priest my older brothers still treated with the same infantile reverence he had cultivated when he refereed football matches in the schoolyard. I’d never liked him. In my last year in primary school, he was my tutor, and he used to make us exercise in the playground stripped to the waist on the coldest days of winter.

‘Are you men or are you girls?’ Another image of Spain. He would stand there, his cassock buttoned up while I shivered like a freshly sheared lamb in the fine cold drizzle of sleet. ‘What are you - men or girls?’ I never joined in the enthusiastic chorus shouting ‘Men!’ because there was only one thought running through my head: ‘You bastard, Aizpuru, you fucking bastard’. Naive as I was, I tried to get my own back at the age of sixteen, as I sat stony faced through Friday mass, refusing to pray, to sing, to kneel, ‘fuck you, Aizpuru, it’s your fault that I lost my faith’. Until finally he phoned my mother, called her into school after class and had a long chat with her. He told her to keep an eye on me. ‘Álvarito isn’t like his brothers,’ he said, ‘he’s sensitive, headstrong, he’s weaker. Oh, he’s a good lad, a first-rate student, responsible and clever too - maybe too clever for a boy his age. That’s what worries me. Boys like that develop unhealthy friendships, that’s why I think it might be best for you to keep an eye on him, keep him busy.’ That night my mother sat on the edge of my bed, ran her fingers through my hair, and without looking at me, said: ‘Alvaro, hijo, you do like girls, don’t you?’ ‘Of course, Mamá, I like girls a lot.’ She heaved a sigh, kissed me and left the room. She never asked me about my sexual orientation again and never said a word to my father. I graduated top of my class, with the same refrain still ringing in my head, ‘you fucking bastard, Aizpuru, you fucking bastard’, never suspecting that years later I would realise that he was right, not me.

‘Álvaro, hijo, I know you didn’t want to wear a suit and tie today, but please, I’m begging you, at least be pleasant to Father Aizpuru . . .’ This was the one thing my mother had asked of me that morning, so I’d made sure I was the first to shake his hand so that my somewhat frosty greeting would be forgotten in the exaggerated fuss my brothers Rafa and Julio would make of him, hugging the fat old man, who ruffled their hair, kissed them on both cheeks, all of them blubbering and crying. The Marist brotherhood of brotherly love, ‘I have two mothers, one here on earth, the other in heaven’. A clever piece of bullshit. I said as much to Mai and received a swift kick for my pains. Clearly, my mother here on earth had had a word with my wife.

Father Aizpuru was right, I wasn’t like my brothers, but I was a good lad, always. I’d never been a problem child, never caused trouble the way they had. In the innumerate, unscientific world  I’d grown up in, my better-than-average flair for mental arithmetic had bestowed on me a mythical intelligence that even I did not believe I possessed. Yes, I’m a theoretical physicist, and that’s a job title that causes a few raised eyebrows when people first hear it. Until they discover what it means in reality - a professor’s salary and no prospect of becoming what they would consider to be rich and important. That’s when they realise the truth - that I’m just a normal guy. At least I was until that morning when my one phobia - my morbid aversion to funerals - propelled my mind from the profound, universal grief of the survivor into a curious state of heightened awareness. It probably had something to do with the pill Angélica had given me at breakfast. ‘You haven’t cried, Álvaro,’ she said. ‘Here, take this, it’ll help.’ She was right, I hadn’t cried - I rarely cry, almost never. I didn’t ask my sister what the pill was - and maybe my detachment was simply down to me refusing to deal with my grief - but as I stood there feeling strangely alert I turned my gaze from the fat, fleshy knees of the women from Torrelodones to the faces of my own family.

There they stood, and suddenly it was as though I didn’t know them. Father Aizpuru was still blethering on, my mother was staring out towards the horizon, the sea-blue eyes of a young woman set in an old woman’s face, her skin so translucent, so fine, it seemed as though it might split from all the wrinkling, folding and fanning out. My mother’s character was not in her wrinkles, however, but in her eyes, which seemed so gentle yet could be so harsh, their shrewdness masked by the innocence of their colour; when she laughed they were beautiful but when she was angry, they flared with a purer, bluer light. My mother was still a handsome woman, but when she was young Angélica Otero Fernández had been a beauty, a fantasy - blonde, pale, exotic. ‘Your family must be from somewhere in Soria,’ my father used to say to her. ‘You have Iberian blood in you, they have blond hair and pale eyes . . .’ ‘Julio,’ my mother would say, ‘you know perfectly well that my father is from Lugo in Galicia, and my mother is from Madrid.’ ‘That may be, but somewhere in the distant past. Either that or your father had Celtic blood,’ he insisted, unable to think of any other reason for the superiority of my mother’s genes, which had produced a string of pale, blond, blue-eyed children; a string broken only once, when I was born.

‘Gypsy’, my brothers used to call me, and my father would hug  me and tell them to shut up. ‘Don’t pay them any attention, Álvaro, you take after me, see?’ In time, that fact became increasingly obvious. Father Aizpuru had been right, I wasn’t like my brothers, I didn’t even look like them. I glanced over at Rafa, the eldest, forty-seven - six years older than me - still blond, although he was now almost bald. He stood next to my mother, stiff and serious, conscious of the solemnity of the occasion. Rafa was a tall man, with broad shoulders in proportion to his height and a pot belly that stuck out from his skinny frame. Julio was three years younger but looked almost like his twin, though age had been kinder to him. Between them came Angélica - now Dr Carrión - who had extraordinary green eyes and who envied me my dark complexion, since she had pale, delicate skin that burned easily. The mysteries of the Otero/Fernández bloodlines had produced better results in the female of the species than the male. My brothers were not particularly handsome, but both my sisters were beautiful and Clara, the youngest, was stunning. She too was blonde, but her eyes were the colour of honey. Then there was me. In the street, at school, in the park, I looked completely unremarkable, but at home I was totally out of place, as though I were from another planet. Four years after Julio was born and five years before Clara, along I came, with my black hair, dark eyes and dark skin, narrow shoulders, hairy legs, big hands, and a flat stomach - the lost Carrión, shorter than my brothers, barely as tall as my sisters, different.

On the day of my father’s funeral, I hadn’t yet realised how painful that difference would turn out to be. Father Aizpuru went on murmuring and the wind went on blowing. ‘You should have been in Russia, or Poland . . .’ my father would have said, because it was cold, I felt cold, in spite of my scarf, my gloves, my boots, I felt cold even though I had my hands in my pockets and my coat buttoned up, even though I wasn’t blond and fair skinned, even though I wasn’t like my brothers. They felt the cold too, but they hid it well, they stood to attention, hands clasped over their coats, exactly as my father must have stood at the last funeral he attended. He would have worn that same expression - so different from the patient resignation I saw in the eyes of Anselmo and Encarnita, who were in no hurry, who no longer expected to be surprised, bowed only by time, drawing strength from their terrible weariness so that they could look reluctantly on the lives of others. This,  I thought, was what my father had lost when his life diverged from theirs. He had been luckier than they had because although money does not make for a happy life, curiosity does; because although city life is dangerous, it is never boring; because if power can corrupt, it can also be wielded with restraint. My father had had a great deal of power and a great deal of money in his life and had died without ever being reduced to the vegetable, the mineral state of these men, these women he had known as a child, and who, at the moment of his final farewell, had come to claim him as one of them.

He was not one of them. He had not been one of them for a long time. That was why I was so moved to see them, huddled together on the far side of the grave, not daring to mingle with us, Julito Carrión’s widow and his children. If I had not stared at them, had not accepted the quiet challenge of their bare knees, the coarse woollen jackets, perhaps I might not have noticed what happened next. But I was still staring at them, wondering whether they had noticed that I didn’t look like my brothers, when Father Aizpuru stopped talking, and, turning to look at me, spoke the terrible words: ‘If the family would like to come forward.’

Until that moment, I had not been aware of the silence; then I heard the sound of a car in the distance and was relieved as its dull roar masked the dirty clang of the shovels digging into the earth, the harsh grating that seemed to rebuke me, the cowardly son, Father Aizpuru’s unruly pupil. ‘If the family would like to come forward,’ he had said, but I didn’t move. Mai glanced at me, squeezed my hand. I shook my head and she went over to join the others. Next come the ropes, I thought, the wheezing and panting of the gravediggers, the brutal indignity of the coffin banging against the walls of the grave, but I heard none of this as the profane, reassuring sound of the engine drew closer, then suddenly stopped just as the shovels finished their work.

There were not many of us, but we weren’t expecting anyone else. And yet someone had turned up now, at precisely the wrong moment.

 



‘What will you have, Mamá?’

‘Nothing, hijo.’

‘Mamá, you have to eat something . . .’

‘Not now, Julio.’

‘Well, I’ll have the fabada, and then after that . . .’

‘Clara!’

‘What? I’m pregnant. I’m eating for two.’

‘Let her have whatever she wants. Everyone has to grieve in their own way.’

‘Really? In that case I’ll have the eel.’

‘Don’t even think about it!’

‘But Papá, Aunt Angélica said . . .’

‘I don’t care what Aunt Angélica said, you’re not having eel and that’s final.’

‘Has everyone decided what they’re having?’

‘Yes. The boys will have lamb chops’ - my nephews snorted but didn’t dare to argue - ‘I’ll take care of the main courses. Mamá, at least have some soup.’

‘I don’t want soup, Rafa.’

‘Have a starter, then.’

‘No, Rafa.’

‘Tell her, Angélica . . .’

‘Can I say something?’

‘What is it, Julia?’

‘Well, you said the boys had to have lamb chops, but I’m a girl and I want garlic chicken.’

‘OK, all those who want chicken put up their hands . . .’

My sister-in-law, Isabel, assuming her husband’s rights as the firstborn, took over and, ignoring the waiter, started to count hands; everyone fell silent as if someone had pressed ‘Pause’ on a film we had seen a thousand times: the Carrión Otero Family Meal, twelve adults - only eleven now - and eleven children, soon to be twelve.

‘Mamá, who was that girl who showed up at the end ?’

There was a long silence.

‘What girl ?’ My mother threw the question back at me.

‘What are you having, Álvaro? I haven’t got you down here.’

‘Be quiet a minute, Isabel.’ Mamá’s blue eyes sparkled with curiosity. ‘What girl, Alvaro?’

‘There was a girl, about Clara’s age, tall, dark, with long straight hair . . . She turned up right at the end in a car, but she stayed by the cemetery gate. She was wearing trousers, huge sunglasses and a raincoat. You didn’t see her ?’

No one else had seen her. She had crept slowly into the cemetery,  stepping carefully so that her high-heeled boots wouldn’t sink into the mud, yet she wasn’t looking at the ground or the sky, she was looking straight ahead, or rather, she was allowing herself to be looked at. She walked across the recently mown grass as though walking down a red carpet; there was something in her bearing, in the way she moved, shoulders relaxed, arms gently swinging as she walked, utterly different from the involuntary, inevitable, almost theatrical stiffness common to mourners at a funeral, even if they did not really know the deceased. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I could see her mouth; her lips were slightly parted, serene, almost smiling, though she did not actually smile. She drew level with me and stopped, far from the fur coats and the coarse wool jackets. Perhaps she knew I was her only witness, the only one who had noticed her, the only one who would later remember having seen her, perhaps not.

‘I thought maybe she worked with you?’ I turned to my brother Rafa, my brother Julio. ‘Maybe she was once Papá’s secretary or - I don’t know - maybe she worked for the estate agents.’

‘If she had, she would have come over and said something.’ Rafa looked from me to Julio, who nodded. ‘I certainly didn’t mention the funeral to anyone at the office.’

‘Neither did I.’

‘Well . . . I don’t know. But I did see her. Maybe she knew Dad better than she knew us, perhaps she was a nurse at the hospital, someone who looked after him? Or she didn’t feel comfortable coming over to talk to us . . .’

But these were things I had thought of afterwards to try to justify her departure, which had been as sudden and inexplicable as her arrival. At first, I stupidly thought that she had made a mistake, she hadn’t known there was a funeral and had some other reason for being in that small, remote cemetery on that cold Thursday morning in March. It wasn’t just her attitude, the studied casualness of a woman with no particular place to go, a woman who simply wants to be seen. There was something worryingly incongruous about her presence at my father’s funeral. Those present fell into two diametrically opposed groups: the people my father had known as a child, and those he had known as an adult. This woman was young, well dressed, wrapped up warmly, yet in spite of her expensive boots, her hair was loose and she was wearing no make-up. If she had been related to Anselmo or Encarnita - or  to any of the people of Torrelodones - she would have gone over and said something to them. But she didn’t. Instead, she had opened her handbag, taken out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter, lit one, taken off her sunglasses and stared at me.

‘I don’t know what to say . . .’ My sister Angélica was slower to react. ‘I work at UCI, I know all the nurses there and she doesn’t sound like anyone I know . . . Besides, even if she was too embarrassed to talk to Mamá, she would have said hello to me.’

‘Well, all I know is that I saw her,’ I said again, looking around the table. ‘Maybe she’s somebody’s neighbour, or she went to school with one of us, she could have been at school with Clara . . .’

‘Maybe she’s a local,’ said Rafa as Clara shook her head.

‘I thought that too, but she didn’t look like she was from Torrelodones.’

‘That doesn’t mean a thing, Álvaro,’ my mother said. ‘Maybe if she were my age, but nowadays young people all look the same whether they’re from small towns or the city. It’s impossible to tell them apart.’

The woman had looked at me as though she knew me, or was trying to work out who I was, and it occurred to me then that this was why she had come - not to be seen, but to see us. I had looked into her large dark eyes, and she had held my gaze, patiently, resolutely, as though she had been waiting a long time to see us again, or simply to acknowledge us, to acknowledge me. I had smoked so much over the past two days that I had woken up that morning determined never to smoke again, but there was still a packet in my coat pocket, and watching her slowly smoke her cigarette, I was forced to break my resolution. By the time I had lit my cigarette, she had finished hers, and when I looked back, she was no longer looking at me, but staring straight ahead, at my mother, who was sobbing gently as Rafa took a handful of earth and threw it on to the coffin, at Clara, who, in one last, heartbreaking gesture, threw flowers into the grave, at my little nephews in their suits and ties, awkward in these roles, these clothes, knowing that grown-ups were watching. At that moment I realised that this woman knew exactly where she was and I felt a shudder of anxiety, of fear - not of danger but of the unknown. Then my mother collapsed. My brother Julio caught her and everyone clustered round, and I realised that it was over: the shovels, the prayers, the ropes. By the time I, too, finally stepped forward and took my  place next to my family, my father had begun his journey towards oblivion.

‘I saw her.’ My nephew Guille, Rafa’s youngest son, stopped playing with his mobile phone and looked up at me. ‘She was wearing a checked jacket and those trousers people wear for horse riding. They were tucked into boots that came up to her knees?’

‘Yes, that’s her. I’m glad you saw her too . . .’ I smiled at him and he smiled back, a fourteen-year-old pleased to be the centre of attention. ‘Did you see her leave?’

‘No. She was right at the back. I thought she’d come up to us afterwards, but I didn’t see her again. I only noticed her because . . . well, she was pretty, wasn’t she?’

‘It’s strange . . .’ My brother Rafa looked from his son to my mother and then to me.

‘Could she be related to us, Mamá?’ I persisted. ‘A distant cousin or something . . .’

‘No,’ my mother snapped, then paused for a moment before saying, ‘Please, hijo, I think I’d recognise my own relatives. I may be old, but I’m not completely gaga.’

‘Yes, but . . .’ I didn’t dare continue, because I saw something in those eyes I did not expect. ‘It doesn’t matter . . .’

‘Álvaro, are you on something?’ my sister Angélica interrupted in that slyly solicitous tone everyone in the family recognised from births, hospital visits and convalescences. ‘The pill I gave you this morning wouldn’t make you act like this . . .’

I had been waiting to see the woman up close, to look into her eyes and see their colour, find out who she was, why she was there, why she studied us so closely - but all the fur coats and woollen jackets had converged, hugging friends and strangers, kissing smooth cheeks, and the woman did not appear. Then my mother, looking more shattered than she had even in her husband’s final hours, asked whether one of us would help her back to the car. Julio and I had each slipped an arm around her, felt the astonishing weightlessness of her body, and manoeuvred her out of the cemetery. ‘Forty-nine years,’ she murmured, ‘forty-nine years we lived together, forty-nine years we slept in the same bed, and now . . .’ ‘Now you have Clara’s baby on the way, Mamá, you get to watch your grandchildren grow up,’ Julio babbled, ‘you have five children and twelve grandchildren, and we all love you and need you. We need you so we can go on loving Papá, so that Papá carries on  living, you know that . . .’ My mother walked slowly, Julio trying to console her with sweet, slow words. From time to time I kissed her, pressing my lips to her face as I glanced around to find the mysterious woman, although I suspected she was already gone. I was certain that this woman had known exactly what she was doing, turning up at the last minute when the mourners had their backs to the cemetery gates, when the family was gathered around the priest, leaving her free to watch the funeral from a distance, shielded by the last paroxysm of grief, only to disappear as those unaffected by the death came forward to offer their condolences. She had anticipated all this, but she could not have reckoned on me, my one phobia, the morbid aversion to funerals that had frustrated her clever plan. I had seen her - just me, and a fourteen-year-old boy - and I might have forgotten all about her were it not for the fact that, as I left the cemetery, I became convinced that her appearance at the funeral had not been a mistake, an accident, or any of the names we give to such chance events. She had come, and she had looked at us as though she knew us, and when I had looked at her, I had seen something familiar in her profile, a vague, fleeting impression I could not put my finger on, in the same way that I could not say what it was that had made my mother’s eyes flare a deeper, purer blue when I had asked my innocent question.

‘Why didn’t you say something at the time, Álvaro?’

‘Say something about what?’ Miguelito was struggling in my arms like an animal as I tried to strap him into the child seat in the car. By the time I had managed to buckle him in, he was fast asleep.

‘About the girl . . .’ Mai started the car.

I slipped into the passenger seat. My sister Angélica, in her usual hysterical way, had insisted that I wasn’t fit to drive. Besides, I didn’t feel like it.

‘You could have told me at the time, or when we went to pick up Miguelito, or on the way to the restaurant.’

‘I suppose so . . .’ I couldn’t think of anything else to say. ‘It just didn’t occur to me.’

We stopped at a traffic light and Mai smiled and stroked my hair. Then she leaned over and kissed me, and this warm, calm and affectionate gesture rescued me from the cold and the worry of the morning, bringing me back to somewhere familiar, to the little patch of garden that was my life.

‘It was strange, though . . .’ she said after a moment, as we turned on to the motorway.

‘Yes. I mean no.’ Death is strange, I thought. ‘I don’t know.’


Grandma Anita’s balconies teemed with geraniums, hydrangeas and begonias, blooms of white and yellow, pink and red, violet and orange spilling out of the clay flowerpots, climbing the walls or tumbling over the railings. ‘In Paris, the frost used to get them every year,’ she said to her granddaughter as she stepped outside to water them. It was a difficult task, because the plants were constantly searching for space that did not exist, climbing over one another as they grew towards the light, and only Grandmother knew exactly when and where, how and how much to water each pot.

‘Come over here into the sun with me, I’ll comb your hair.’

For Raquel, this was the prelude to the most glorious part of her Saturdays. She would rush over and sit very still, staring out at the balconies that looked like posters advertising happiness as her grandmother brushed her hair.

‘Why do people call you Anita, Grandma?’

Absorbed, as she watched her nimble fingers divide and subdivide the tresses with almost mechanical precision, Grandma Anita hesitated a moment before answering.

‘Because that was the name I was given.’

‘But you were named Ana, weren’t you?’

‘Of course. My father wanted to call me Placer, pleasure, but my mother didn’t like it. She said Placer was no name for a decent, hard-working woman . . .’

Although Raquel could not see her face, she knew her grandmother was smiling, although she had never understood why it was funny. ‘And as I was the youngest in the family, and I was never very tall, and I was only fifteen when we left . . . Well, everyone always called me Anita.’

She finished braiding one side and began on the other: the plaits were perfect, the same length, the same thickness, not a single stray hair, and as symmetrical as ears of corn.

‘What about you?’ she asked after a moment. ‘Do you know why you’re called Raquel ?’

‘Of course I know.’ Raquel took a deep breath and rattled off the answer. ‘Grandma Rafaela didn’t like her own name, but she wanted Mamá to be able roll her Rs properly, so she wanted to find a different name beginning with R, and Raquel was the one she liked best, so she was called Raquel and Mamá and Papá liked it best too, and that’s why they called me Raquel too, even though people say the thing about rolling her Rs is just silly.’

‘Well, they’re wrong.’ Grandma Anita took the girl by the shoulders, turned her round and studied her carefully, looking for some fault she never found, then kissed her cheeks, her forehead and the tip of her nose. ‘Now you look beautiful. Do you want to wake your grandad ?’

‘Yes!’

And Raquel dashed off into the darkness of the long hallway with its high ceiling and parquet floor, so different from her own apartment, until she came to the last door, the door to her grandparents’ room, where light reigned once more. She had always loved this apartment from the first time she saw it, unfurnished and freshly painted with a blue-and-white ‘For Sale’ sign hanging from a forlorn balcony that could not possibly imagine its future splendour. ‘Look, Mamá,’ she said struggling to read the words, partly because, although she had learned to speak in Spanish, she had learned to read in French, and partly because she had something with a strange name that her father and some of her uncles, and cousins, also had, which made it hard for them to read or write in either language. ‘Se Ven-de, Mamá, look,’ but her mother was already making a note of the phone number. ‘Come on,’ her mother said, ‘maybe there’s a caretaker.’ There was, and he had the key. ‘This way,’ he said. ‘We’ve just had a lift installed, see, they brought it all the way from Germany and, of course, these old houses, well, they’re not geared up for all these new-fangled gadgets . . .’

They went up to the apartment in the strangest lift Raquel had ever seen in her seven short years. The lift was so small it looked like a toy, and they had to go in Indian file - first the caretaker,  then Raquel, with her mother bringing up the rear. ‘You’ll see,’ the man said. ‘It’s a beautiful flat, it’s just been done up. They took out the partition walls to make the rooms bigger, and put an extension on at the side - there used to be a little terrace there, and they put in a kitchen and a second bathroom . . .’ In the month and a half they had been scouring Madrid for an apartment for her grandparents, they had heard this all before, but this time it turned out to be true. They stepped into a large rectangular living room with two large balconies and a round, wrought-iron pillar in the centre. ‘It might get in the way a bit when they try to arrange the furniture,’ said her mother, ‘but it’s nice.’ When she had first seen the apartment on that October afternoon in 1976, with the light of the weary sun thrown like a translucent gauze over the dying leaves of the trees, the room that Raquel had liked best was this room at the end of the corridor. It too had an iron pillar, with the same capital of leaves and tendrils, but here the pillar was not in the centre of the room, but slightly to one side. Facing the wall where the bed would be, a row of windows opened on to a sea of rooftops and terraces, waves of red, ochre and yellow surging towards the distant horizon above what seemed to be an empty space, but was actually a large terrace, almost a garden, since the tops of the acacias reached the third floor.

From here, Raquel could look out over Madrid, the red roof tiles dancing between light and shadow, all alike and yet different, like scales or petals, cunning mirrors that absorbed the sunlight to reflect it on a whim. The slender, jagged spires of churches rose humbly over an undulating cityscape which danced around them like a boat, like a dragon, like the ancient, throbbing heart of a sky more beautiful than any Raquel had ever seen. How big the sky is here, she thought, as she looked out at an infinite expanse of blue so intense, so pure, that it didn’t seem to be a colour but a thing, the true image of every sky. A few high clouds formed a wispy veil so delicate that the light passed through unaffected, the clouds looked hand-picked, placed in the sky deliberately to accentuate the blue. This sky which had greeted her towards the end of the day was the same sky which, years ago, her grandfather Ignacio had bid farewell to at dawn, not knowing that he would carry it in his heart wherever he went for such a long time to come.

Raquel already knew that sun and light and blue were important to Spanish people. ‘I’m dying, Rafaela,’ her grandfather Aurelio,  her mother’s father, had said to his wife, stepping out of the surgery where the doctor had just diagnosed him with a serious, inoperable heart condition. ‘You heard me. I’m dying, and I want to die in the sun.’ Rafaela had not wanted to tell her only daughter the truth. Her daughter, who had married here in France, before her brothers, and who had just fallen pregnant. ‘We’re going back,’ she had said simply. ‘We’re going to sell our house and buy a house by the sea, in Malaga maybe, or Torre del Mar, wherever your father wants . . .’ We’re going back, we’re not going back, I think they’re going back, I’d like to go back but my father doesn’t want to, I think my family will go back sooner or later. Nobody ever said where they were going back to - they did not need to. Raquel, who was born in 1969 and grew up hearing sentences composed of every tense, mood and interpretation of the verb ‘to go back’, never asked why. That was simply how things were. The French moved, or went away, or stayed. Not the Spanish. The Spanish either went back or did not go back in the same way that they spoke a different language, sang different songs, celebrated different holidays and ate grapes on New Year’s Eve.

Her maternal grandparents had gone back, and so, after her third birthday, Raquel was sent every summer to stay with them in the bright, cool house, which had a large terrace with a vine, where her grandfather would sit and stare out at the sea. She would climb on to his knees and sit there quietly, kissing her grandfather, who was very ill, though he did not seem ill, and every time he would say the same thing; it’s nice here, isn’t it, it’s nice here. Later, in August, her parents would arrive and they would drive to Fuengirola for a picnic on the beach or to Mijas for a donkey ride, or to Ronda to see the bulls. On the last day of summer everyone would be sad, so much so that Raquel felt they were not ‘going back’, but they were leaving - leaving behind the scent of the bougainvilleas and the rosebays, the orange trees and the olive groves, the smell of the sea and the boats in the harbour, the whitewashed walls, the flowering window-boxes and shade of the vines, leaving behind the golden oil, the silver sheen of sardines, the subtle mysteries of saffron and cinnamon, leaving behind her own language, because to them, to go back did not mean to go home, one could only ‘go back’ to Spain.

And so, when Raquel’s family arrived in Paris, Papá’s parents - the ones who had not gone back - would invite them to dinner,  and Grandmother Anita would ask them lots of questions - tell me everything, where did you go, what did you have to eat, what did people say, what music did you listen to, was it very hot, were there many tourists, did you bring me the things I asked for ? They had brought them - a huge box of sweet pepper and another of spicy, cans of tuna, anchovies, purple garlic, Manchego cheese, a whole ham, chorizo from Salamanca, morcilla from Burgos, haricot beans, chickpeas, salt pork, and two huge bottles of olive oil they always bought in the village of Jaén on the way back. That’s good, Anita would say then, that’s good, and her eyes would fill with tears, and you remembered the aubergines, I’m glad, you can’t get them here, they don’t know how to cook them . . . Of course they know, Anita, Grandfather Ignacio would interrupt her, they just don’t make them the way you like them. I suppose you’re right, she would say, and then, a little fearfully because they both loved him, they would look at Mamá and say, ‘And your father, how is your father?’ Oh, he’s fine, she would answer, it’s incredible but going back has done him a world of good, maybe it’s the weather or . . . well, you know. Grandmother Anita would quickly nod and say, that must be it, because her husband was looking at her again as though he had been pricked with a long, sharp needle. It’s just foolishness, Anita, and don’t say it again, because I don’t want to hear it.

Afterwards, Grandmother would shut herself up in the kitchen and spend three days cooking, preparing a feast for the second weekend in September. Every year she and her husband held a dinner for their Spanish friends and a few French friends who loved Spanish food - apart from her son-in-law, Hervé, Aunt Olga’s husband, who was charming, a kind man, very forward thinking, but he was from Normandy and claimed that olive oil didn’t agree with him. Grandmother was terribly offended, though she always prepared something special for him, an endive and walnut salad, or meat cooked in butter, an alternative menu that grew with each passing year because every year there were more French people and fewer Spaniards. The tenses of the verb ‘to go back’ accelerated, quickly moving from the future to the present. After years of inactivity, of the permanent listlessness of sleeping in another man’s bed, everything suddenly began to change for the Spanish. Raquel was very young, but she understood.

We’re going back, even her father used the verb, though he had  been born in Toulouse and his wife had been born in Nîmes. We’re going back too. It was September 1975, they had spent August in Torre del Mar and her father had found a job in Spain, not in Malaga, where Grandfather Aurelio lived, but in Madrid, Grandfather Ignacio’s city. I’m going to go out there next week, Papá, just me. Everyone else will stay until Christmas while I look for an apartment, a school and so forth. Since it’s just Raquel and the boys, and since Mamá goes to work in Aubervilliers every day, I was thinking that, if you don’t mind, they could stay with you for a few months, that way we wouldn’t have to wait until the last minute to move our things. You wouldn’t mind dropping the kids off at school and picking them up again, would you, Mamá?

Her brother Mateo was so young he wouldn’t remember Paris, but Raquel was six years old, and although they had not even left, she was already beginning to miss the place.

‘What is it, niña, don’t you want to go?’ Grandma Anita, chopping nuts for Uncle Hervé’s salad, looked worriedly at her granddaughter, who was quiet and withdrawn. ‘You’ll be happy in Spain, you’ll see, and don’t worry about school. Do you remember how you cried when I told you you wouldn’t be going back to kindergarten? And what happened? Nothing. You met lovely Mademoiselle Françoise and you made lots of friends. Well, it’ll be the same in Spain, it’ll be better, because it’s your own country, our country. We’re Spanish, you know that.’

I’m not, she was about so say, you all might be, but I’m Parisian, I was born here and I don’t want to go back, I’m scared of leaving my friends, my school, my home, the streets and the TV programmes. This is what she thought, and if in the end she resigned herself to voicing a more restrained objection, it was not because at six years old she could not clearly formulate her thoughts, but because she knew that in this house such things simply were not said.

‘I wish we were at least going to Malaga. My grandparents are there.’

‘So what? Your Grandpa Ignacio comes from Madrid. Ask him, he’ll tell you all about it.’

‘Why don’t you come with us, Grandma?’

‘Because . . . because some must work and some must play, that’s why.’ She finished chopping the walnuts, tossed them into a bowl and put her hands on her hips. ‘Because your grandfather doesn’t  want to go, he’s the most stubborn man in the whole world, and I should know, I’m from Aragon, and they say we’re stubborn as mules. When they wanted to make him a French citizen, he didn’t want it, when we were able to save a bit of money, he refused to buy an apartment, and look at your Grandpa Aurelio, with the little he made on the house in Villeneuve, and even with everything he had to pay off, he still had more than enough to buy the place in Torre del Mar. But not your Grandpa Ignacio, oh no. I’ve always had to lead him round by the nose. And for what? I ask myself. For nothing. Where’s you Grandpa Aurelio, the one who was stupid enough to put down roots in France? Back in Spain. And where’s your Grandpa Ignacio, the one who always refused to invest a centime here? In France. So here we are and here we’ll stay.’

‘But you want to go back . . .’

‘Of course . . .’ Her grandmother sat down and took the girl in her arms. ‘If I’d married a Frenchman like Olga, maybe not, but . . . I married your grandfather, I was lucky enough to marry your grandfather, because we’ve been very happy together, but always in Spanish, speaking Spanish, singing in Spanish, bringing up Spanish children, with Spanish friends, Spanish food, Spanish habits . . . I learned to cook just like my mother-in-law - cocido on Saturdays, paella on Sundays - I’ve gone on doing it all these years, and I loved her as if she were my own mother, because she was there for me when your father was born and we didn’t know where Ignacio was, didn’t know if he was alive or dead, and I wasn’t even married. We had a hard time, back then, but everything was logical, it made sense, and now . . . Now I don’t know what we’re doing here, especially when you’re going back. If it was up to me, we’d be in Madrid already.’

‘What about the town you grew up in?’

‘Where I grew up? I don’t ever want to set foot in that place . . .’

That was how strange, how absurd, how incomprehensible things were. Because they were Spanish. Raquel’s father had been born in Toulouse, her mother had been born in Nîmes; at the age of fifteen her Grandmother Anita had left a village somewhere in Teruel, but her granddaughter never knew its name and never wanted to know, because Anita could not bring herself to say it. Near the Sierra de Albarracín, was all she would say, and that it was a miracle she was alive at all, because they had killed everyone,  her father, her brothers, her brothers-in-law, everyone except her, on that one terrible day, when, barely fifteen years old but with the courage of a woman of thirty, she had set off down the road with a tubercular sister and a mother who, at fifty, was like an old woman, until eventually she reached Toulouse.

There, alone, she had been taken in by a married couple from Madrid, Mateo Fernández and his wife Maria, who had two sons; one had been executed by firing squad in Spain, the other was a prisoner somewhere in France, forcibly conscripted into a military work detail simply because he was Spanish. They also had two daughters; the elder girl, barely twenty years old, was widowed, her husband executed before the same adobe wall where his brother-in-law had been gunned down. Anita married the only boy in the Fernández family to survive the two wars, ‘our war and the other one’, she would say, as though Spanish wars were better, different, more important, and it had made her very happy to see her eldest son paired off with Raquel Perea, daughter of a man from Malaga named Aurelio, who was scared of nothing except thunderstorms. Aurelio had been about to cross the border into Spain, having escaped from the internment camp where he had met Ignacio Fernández, alias ‘The Lawyer’, but at the last moment, when he was close enough to see Guardía Civil uniforms, he turned back, because we come from a country of bastards, that’s the truth, what more can you say.

This was the same Aurelio who had now gone back because he wanted to die in the sun, and every year he seemed farther from death, living in the shade of his vine; these thoughts brought tears to the eyes of the woman who now cradled his granddaughter in the kitchen of her house in Paris, Grandma Anita, who in her whole life had never seen an Andalusian vine, had never been to Malaga, had never seen the Mediterranean except from the Côte d’Azur, who had lived in France for more than twice as many years as she had lived in the village in Aragón whose name she could not bring herself to utter, who was alive thanks to a miracle and who had probably saved her husband’s life when, in 1945, he told her he was thinking of crossing the border because they needed men there, experienced men capable of fighting for the cause. ‘Please, I’m begging you, Ignacio,’ she had said to him, ‘whatever you do, don’t go back, you’ve already given enough, and I have only you, I have no family now, no home, no village, no country,  nothing, all I have is you and a son you did not meet until he was two years old, and another on the way, you’ve done enough already, leave it to others now.’ ‘Others have done as much as I have,’ he said. ‘But they can do nothing for us, and you can. You’re needed here, Ignacio . . .’

This last argument, shot through with such love, such desperation, had kept the most stubborn man in the world in France, the man who had wanted to go back to Spain when his wife did not want him to go and who did not want to go back now when she wept, homesick for the shade of a vine she had never seen. This was how things were; little Raquel could not make sense of them, yet this emotional maze where dead-end streets all led to a chalk-white house by the sea was the backdrop to her life, the life she had been given.

‘I’m sick to death of the civil war,’ her father would sing when they went for a drive. Her mother would burst out laughing and add another verse, ‘and sick of the brave Spanish Reds, tralala’. ‘I’m sick to death of Madrid,’ her father went on, ‘and sick of the battle of Guadalajara, tralala,’ her mother replied. ‘I’m sick to death of the Fifth Regiment, and sick of that photo of Dad in the tank, tralala, tralala, tralala . . .’ It was the same every Sunday, driving home after Grandma Anita’s paella, her parents falling about laughing, and yet her father was in Spain now, and her mother was packing their things and to every question she asked Raquel received the same answer, ‘because I say so, because we’re Spanish’. Until finally her Grandpa Ignacio gave her a different answer.

‘I could have died many times, you know. I could have died during our war, the civil war, or when I was locked up in Madrid, or when I escaped from prison. I could have died when they put me in Albatera, or when I was thrown off a train in Cuenca in the middle of nowhere, or when I took a van from Barcelona to Gerona. I could have been killed crossing the border, or I could have died in the camp in Barcarès - a lot of people died there - or when I deserted, or when Madame Larronde told my mother that my brother-in-law was about to turn me in, or afterwards when I went back to my battalion, when I escaped again, when I fought against the Germans, let’s see . . .’ He counted them off on his fingers. ‘Thirteen times I could have died, and I’m still here. What do you think?’

‘What about when you wanted to go back to Spain and Grandma wouldn’t let you?’

‘That doesn’t count.’

‘And why were you escaping all the time?’

‘Because they were trying to kill me.’

‘Who was?’

‘Everyone.’

But that was after the sad, tropical November morning, cold outside and too warm inside, when she heard her mother screaming into the phone, ‘Mamá, we already know, we heard it on the radio and I phoned my husband a while ago. Really? Good, but don’t cry, Mamá, put Papá on the phone, Papá, don’t shout, calm down or you’re going to make yourself ill . . .’

Raquel could not tell the time, but she knew it wasn’t early because the light was blazing through the blinds, and it was Thursday, she was sure of that, she had been counting off the days until Aunt Olga would take her to the cinema with her cousins, and now there was only one day and one night until Friday. Then the doorbell rang and it was Aunt Olga, and she was shouting too. Raquel was scared. She sat quietly in her bed trying to work out what had happened until she heard her brother Mateo crying and she got up. They were all in the kitchen, looking sad and solemn. Aunt Olga was blowing her nose and putting coffee on the stove, Mamá’s eyes were puffy, and her grandmother was shaking her head, giving deep sighs as though she was finding it difficult to breathe. Her husband, sitting in front of the empty table, arms hanging limply at his sides, was the only one who saw Raquel come in.

‘What’s going on?’ Raquel climbed on to his lap without asking permission.

‘Franco is dead,’ he said, and hugged her.

‘Is there no school today?’

‘Not for you. Today is a holiday.’

‘Why does no one look happy, then?’

He seemed more upset that the others, but when he heard her say this, her grandfather burst out laughing and his wife, his daughter and his daughter-in-law joined in. It was then that the holiday started, a long, strange day - perhaps not the strangest day Raquel would experience between then and that May afternoon in 1977 - but the only one on which she could do whatever she liked from morning to night.

At lunchtime, she was still wearing her nightdress, she hadn’t had her glass of milk but had stuffed herself with a packet of chocolate biscuits, she had drunk two Coca-Colas, and had used her mother’s make-up, but nobody seemed to notice, they didn’t seem to notice anything, yet they never stopped coming and going, and the phone and the doorbell rang and rang and people they knew and people she didn’t know came in and kissed her and some of them stayed and some of them went away and some of them ate and some of them didn’t. Grandma Anita shut herself up in the kitchen as she always did when she was nervous, and kept popping into the living room with a tray, and later Uncle Hervé showed up with her cousins, Annette, who was called Anne after her grandmother, and Jacques, who was called Jacques just because, and Raquel played, she put make-up on her cousin Annette, until they heard two loud claps and then her grandfather’s voice shouting, ‘Come on, we’re all going out.’

It was half past four in the afternoon and nobody was crying now. Mamá had cleaned her face, smiling from ear to ear, even though Raquel was covered in smudges of every possible colour, then she dressed her up in a new outfit, and her outdoors coat and a silly hat that was really only a toy called a bonnet and was really horrible. Raquel was about to take it off and leave it on the hall table but she was distracted by Uncle Hervé offering to take her over to his house with his children, he was taking Mateo, and even more by her grandmother’s reply, ‘No, let her come with us. She’s old enough and this way she’ll always remember today.’

Raquel would always remember that day, but not because of the kisses and the hugs, the joy and the tears, the celebrations and corks popping from champagne bottles. Spanish fiesta flared behind a few select doors of Paris, singular places, strange and yet familiar, where her grandparents were welcomed, people calling out their names, suggesting they try a tortilla de patatas, and another, each one the last, for this was a long night filled with bottles of champagne and tortillas de patatas, of kisses and fierce embraces, of curses and nicknames, of public vengeance and private grudges, of toasts to absent friends and questions to no one in particular. Because we are Spanish, and the Spanish can never be completely happy, a disciplined, drunken variant of despair began to show in the moist eyes, at the edges of the faces of hard, unemotional men, exhausted by the constant exercise of their stubbornness, as one by one they  raised their glasses and repeated, ‘The dog is dead,’ and forced themselves to look happy, although they already knew that they would be dead long before their anger died.

Raquel would always remember that day, but not because of the miraculous transformation of her grandmother, who suddenly looked like a young woman, walking as though she were floating on air, as though she were dancing, nor because of the way her grandfather looked at his wife, his eyes wild, as if he were falling in love, thirty-three years after he had fallen in love with her the first time. They kissed each other long and hard as the dancing came to an end in a square where younger and very different Spaniards, the bitter fruit of Franco’s Spain, students and self-imposed exiles, pseudo left-wing adventurers from respectable families and brusque labourers, had organised an impromptu fiesta with an Argentinian bandoneon player who knew how to play paso dobles.

‘Spanish?’ a young man staring at them asked Aunt Olga. She took a long drink from the bottle before replying.

‘Yes.’

‘Emigrants?’ he asked. Olga took another drink and shook her head; she paused for breath and pointed to Grandfather.

‘This is my father,’ she said, ‘Ignacio Fernández Muñoz, alias The Lawyer, a public defender in Madrid, captain of the Republican Popular Army, he fought against the fascists during the Second World War, twice decorated for helping to liberate France, a Red and a Spaniard.’ Her voice quivered with a pride which Raquel did not understand.

She had heard these things many times, this was her grandfather, the father of her own father, who sang ‘I’m sick to death of the civil war’ and fell about laughing, and his sister, who joined in the songs and laughed along with him, but that did not surprise Raquel as much as the reaction of this stranger, little more than a boy, who walked over to her grandfather, shook his hand and spoke to him, his voice thick with emotion, his body stiff, head held high.

‘Señor, it is an honour to shake your hand.’

Raquel, who would remember this day her whole life, watched the scene as though she were watching a movie. The accordion stopped playing, the dancers stood motionless, the singing quickly trailed off as a murmur moved through the crowd, fragmentary,  reverential, almost liturgical whispers, captain, republican, exile,  red, the noble words spoken in low voices.

Captain, republican, exile, red, words like precious jewels, like a spring of fresh water bursting forth in the middle of the desert. All eyes turned towards this tall, well-dressed man, who looked no different to a Frenchman, since he was blond and fair skinned, and his wife, the short, dark-skinned woman pressed against him, looked too sophisticated to be Spanish, with her hair cut short and dyed a deep red, and a modern coat that came down to her ankles. These boys, with their long hair, their round, wire-rim glasses, their shirt-tails hanging out and their duffel coats unbuttoned, and these girls, who wore their hair loose but otherwise went around dressed like Grandma Rafaela, their faces solemn, yearning, respectful, as though they had been waiting for this moment their whole lives.

At first, her grandparents were so stunned that her grandfather did not manage to say anything as he clasped the first boy’s hand. ‘I’d like to shake your hand too,’ said a second boy, the third called him comrade, and the fourth, a girl, thanked him, ‘We owe so much to people like you.’ At that point, Grandmother, who had managed not to cry all day, broke down and began to sob, the tears falling from her eyes with a gentle reserve, ‘I’m very proud to meet you, señor, it is a pleasure, an honour’, until the last of them, a short lad with black curly hair who stood to attention in front of him like a soldier, at your service, Captain, and Grandfather closed his eyes, opened them again, and at last he smiled.

Is it possible? he murmured, shaking his head and repeating this phrase so typical of him, is it possible? he said it whenever something good or bad seemed impossible, the inevitable prologue to shocks and surprises, unexpected sorrows and joys, is it possible? he said, and rather than take the boy’s hand, he hugged him.

At that moment, the whole square seemed to take a breath, inhaling and exhaling as one, the buildings and the people coming alive again. The accordion started up, Grandma took her husband by the arm, ‘Dance with me, Ignacio’, and they danced together, alone in the centre of the plaza, and when they finished, they kissed each other for a long time, as though they were finally, truly happy.

When they finished dancing, everyone clapped and clustered round them. Corks popped again, and everyone toasted the day and the night, and now they felt able to speak, to ask questions and  answer the questions the grandparents asked. They came from all over: Catalonia, Galicia, there were half a dozen from Andalucía, someone from Murcia, a couple from Ciudad Real, a girl from the Canary Islands, a few Basques, two people from Asturias, an Aragonese man from Zaragoza and four or five people from Madrid, two of them even claimed to be from Vallecas. They seemed a tight-knit group, although most of them had not met until that morning when they had wandered out into the streets where they gathered in twos and threes and went to find the bars where Spanish expatriates congregated. They had spent the whole day drinking and singing, dancing, rounding up a number of French people along the way, girls mostly, a couple of Chileans and the Argentinian who was playing the bandoneon, but Raquel did not know this because she had fallen asleep on a bench and had to be woken up for the photos.

She fell asleep again in the car and did not wake again until her mother tried to get her undressed and put on her nightie. After that, she could not get to sleep again. She could hear doors opening and closing, whispered goodbyes, a half-silence broken by the furtive sounds of someone else who was awake but attempting to be quiet. Raquel was alone in her bedroom that night as Mateo was sleeping at Aunt Olga’s. She got up, went out into the corridor and found the light was on in the living room. Her grandfather did not tell her off. Instead, he smiled, took her in his arms and told her how he might have died many times.

‘And why did everyone want to kill you?’

‘For being a republican, being a communist, being a Red, for being Spanish.’

‘And were you all those things?’

‘Yes, and I still am. That’s how I might have died many times, but I survived, and do you know why?’ Raquel shook her head, her grandfather smiled again. ‘For nothing.’ He paused for a moment and then said it again. ‘For nothing. So I could dance the paso doble with your grandmother in a freezing square in the Latin Quarter in front of a bunch of kids. Oh, they were good kids, generous, funny, great kids, but they don’t know what they’re talking about, they have no idea what they’re saying.’

‘But that’s not nothing.’

‘No, you’re right. But it’s not much. Not much at all.’ Her grandfather kissed her and looked down at her. He was still  smiling, but Raquel had never seen a sadder smile than this. Her grandfather’s sadness was the reason she would always remember this day, the night of 20 November 1975 - a deep, dark, smiling sadness, the remains of a day of laughter and shouting, of champagne and tortillas de patatas, a Spanish fiesta, wild and dark and joyous, and this tired old man smiling at this final defeat, a trivial defeat, definitive, cruel and ambiguous, the work of time and of chance, the victory of death and not of the man who had eluded it so many times.

Ignacio Fernández had not shed a single tear that day. He had watched his wife cry, his daughter and his daughter-in-law, had watched many of his friends and his comrades weep, men who like him might have died but had lived to see their enemy’s corpse pass by. A toast, they said, because we come from a country of hijos de puta, a country of cowards, cads, of grateful stomachs, a shitty country, he had heard all these things and had not shed a single tear. Since we have not been able to kill him these past forty years, let’s drink a toast, and he had said nothing, done nothing, but silently raised his glass over and over again. I want to die, Ignacio, said an old man who had hugged him in one of the many places he had been tonight. Don’t fuck around with me, Amadeo, he had said, today is not a day to die, and now he was smiling, but his granddaughter did not understand.

‘Don’t talk like that, Grandad,’ Raquel tried to say, as choking tears rose in her throat.

‘Hey.’ Her grandfather held her at arm’s length, frowning, then took her in his arms again. ‘What’s the matter ?’

‘I don’t know.’ And she didn’t know. ‘It just makes me sad when you talk like that.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m happy, even if I don’t seem like it. Now I can go back too.’

The following morning, Raquel could not remember going back to bed, but she would never forget that conversation. She remembered her grandfather hugging her, lying down next to her, and the next thing it was morning, and Mamá was in her room, ‘Get up, Raquel, mi hija. Come on, breakfast’. Later, her grandmother had taken her to school as if it was an ordinary day, and it was an ordinary day except for the fact that she was exhausted and fell asleep at break time, and later, when Aunt Olga picked her up and took her and her cousins to the cinema, she fell asleep again  and didn’t see the film. As it turned out, this was lucky, because when she got back to her grandparents’ house she was wide awake and she immediately realised that the young man getting out of the taxi outside the door was her father, and this sparked off another fiesta, one that was private, and familial, sour, sweet, bitter, salty, one that was perfect.

‘I wanted to be with you, Papá, with you and Mamá,’ her father said simply. He handed out presents, a huge box for Raquel, a smaller one for Mateo, a bottle of perfume for his wife and one of olive oil for his mother, and a patient, detailed account of the events of the previous day as they had been witnessed at first hand. His father listened attentively, his expression solemn; he did not even smile when his eldest son admitted that he was still hungover after the epic drinking binge. He had had a few glasses of champagne at the office in the morning, and had continued the celebration with cider, white wine, rum and whisky. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ he said, ‘we had to mix our drinks, because by lunchtime, there wasn’t a glass of champagne to be had in Madrid.’ Grandmother was already making plans, juggling dates, calculating how many bedrooms they would need, ‘we could live somewhere near you, what do you think, Ignacio?’

Her husband did not reply at once. He drained the glass of brandy in front of him, got up from his chair and put his fists on the table; only then did he explode.

‘What are you talking about, Anita? Would you mind telling me what the hell you’re talking about?’ Grandmother lowered her eyes and said nothing, no one dared to speak, although Uncle Hervé, who was French and who had had his fill of these outbursts of Spanish passion, gave a weary shrug which his father-in-law did not notice. ‘You know who’s giving the orders in Spain? Haven’t you seen the hijo de puta crying? Don’t you know who he is? Phone Aurelio, go on, let him tell you, or call Rafaela, they know all about him in Malaga.’

‘But the other day, when you saw Ramón, you told me . . .’

‘I know what I told you! I told you that Ramón told me that X said that Y had heard that Z had been informed at some secret meeting - though nobody knows when or where this meeting took place - that somebody, and we don’t know who that somebody is, said they weren’t going to do anything without us. And do you know what that means? It doesn’t mean shit, that’s what it means.  It’s possible, Anita, that right now, at this very moment, I’m not fucking Spanish any more. I don’t have a Spanish passport, or a French passport or any other kind of passport. All I have are papers stating that I’m a political refugee and my membership card for the Spanish Communist Party, something that’s even banned in France. Where do you want me to go with that?’

‘But Aurelio . . .’

‘Aurelio was ill, I’m not ill . . .’

‘That has nothing to do with it.’

‘It has everything to do with it! Aurelio is retired, I’m not, I’m fifty-seven and I can’t live on fresh air, Anita, I can’t suddenly decide to get up and leave, and neither can you. You’ll have to talk to the woman who runs the nursery school with you, decide what you’re going to do, whether you’re going to sell up or close the place, I have to find a job, I can’t . . .’

‘But you’ve already talked to Marcel and he . . .’

‘He nothing! Marcel will do what he can, when he can, and right now he can’t, right now we have to wait, to see how it goes, how things develop. At least that’s what I’m going to do. If you want to go back before then, talk to your son, I’m sure he’d be delighted.’

‘Why are you so stubborn, Ignacio?’ Grandma Anita shook her head from side to side, having travelled this road so often before.

‘I’m not stubborn,’ he replied, almost gently, ‘I’m realistic.’

‘Realistic my foot! You’re stubborn, that’s what you are, stubborn as a mule.’

Her husband made no further attempt to defend himself. He simply went back to his seat, poured himself another brandy, and toyed with it for a moment.

‘Anyway . . .’ At the sound of her husband’s voice, Grandmother stiffened, but he was not talking to her now, but to his son. ‘Where did you say you were living?’

‘It’s a small development, four apartment blocks with communal gardens near Arturo Soria.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘Well, I’m not sure how to explain . . . At the end of the Calle Alcalá, right at the end, past the bullring.’

‘In Ciudad Lineal ?’

‘No, farther out, heading towards Canillejas.’

‘Canillejas?’ Ignacio Fernández looked at his son, eyebrows  raised, his face like that of a frightened child. ‘But that’s miles outside Madrid.’

‘It used to be, Papá. Nowadays it’s part of Madrid. The city has grown a lot since you were there.’

‘But I never even thought I’d be living in Canillejas,’ he said, and glanced at his wife, who gave him a curious smile, shaking her head as if to say she had been right all along.

‘So what do you want?’ His son was smiling too. ‘I don’t think you’re going to find a place back on the Glorieta de Bilbao.’

‘Well, if not there, at least somewhere near by.’

‘What’s the name of that square?’ One year later, this was the first question Raquel asked the caretaker as he helped her take down the blue-and-white sign from the balcony, which was clearly no longer for sale. ‘That’s the Plaza de los Guardias de Corps,’ he told her. ‘That’s difficult,’ she said, as the man, who had told Mamá that he realised the apartment was a little expensive, but in this neighbourhood, they wouldn’t find anything better, signed a piece of paper. ‘And how far is it to the Glorieta de Bilbao?’ she asked him. ‘On foot?’ She nodded. ‘About ten minutes if you’re a slow walker . . . That’s not far, now, is it? No. I’d say it was very close.’

‘You’re going to love it, Grandpa, you’re going to love it.’ She had rushed to the phone as soon as they got home, eager to be the first to tell him the news. ‘You can’t imagine how big the sky is from there.’


In the hour and a half of my second class that morning, my mother managed to crash the voicemail system of my mobile. Álvaro, hijo, it’s Mamá, don’t forget to give Lisette the money for the gardener; Álvaro, hijo, remember to pick up the post, I know you’ll probably forget; Álvaro, hijo, when you pick up the post, could you go through it and throw out the junk mail, because I don’t have time for all that rubbish right now; Álvaro, hijo, instead of gorging on junk food like you always do, why don’t you ask Lisette to make something for you back at the house, you know what a good cook she is; Álvaro, hijo, call me when you’re leaving La Moraleja, I might take your sister out shopping . . . I deleted the messages before leaving the campus, standing at the bar with a glass of beer and two montaditos de lomo, the house speciality, famous all over Madrid’s Universidad Autónoma, although some people said the secret ingredient was simply that the chef never cleaned the grill, then I left a message on Mai’s voicemail - she was the scatty one - to remind her that I couldn’t pick our son up from school that afternoon, since it was my turn to ‘keep an eye on things’, as my mother put it, at her house.

It had been a little less than a month since my father’s death, and I quickly worked out that she had previously delegated the task to my two brothers, working down the list by age and leaving out the women, as she always did. I did not know how my brothers had felt going back to a house that inevitably still bore traces of Papá, his things still strewn over his desk, his favourite chair still turned to face the television, because we were all at that autistic, considerate stage of mourning, when everyone tries to avoid burdening others with his own grief and hopes they will do the same. Almost every afternoon, we spent some time with my mother, so  we saw a lot more of each other than usual, but by virtue of the strict but tacit agreement between us, we avoided discussing the recent memories of our adult lives, settling instead for the shared memories of childhood, which were sweet and easier to digest.

In peacetime, I got along well with my brothers, when there were no external conflicts to trouble the comfortable, routine topics of conversation - the weather, the football, the kids. But lately, things had been anything but peaceful and a number of family meals, children’s birthday parties, even Christmas 2003, had degenerated into blazing rows. Whereas previously, Papá’s distaste for talking politics had put a brake on such things, now we found ourselves re-enacting on a smaller scale the tensions that divided the whole country. Divisions in the dining room echoed the balance of power in government, with the right wing holding an overall majority, while the opposition - my mother, my brother-in-law Adolfo and me, with the passive support of my sister Angélica - was zealous and argumentative. The radicalism of one side fuelled radicalism on the other, to the point where I found myself haranguing my pupils about the evils of the government before the 2002 general strike, even though I had joined a union only to support my friend Fernando, and until then had adopted political views more out of instinct than necessity. My family had been at daggers drawn until that first day in March 2005, when collective grief at our father’s death had brought us together. Now, however, the fault-lines had once more begun to show.

As happens in almost all large families, ours had been divided into two groups, the elders - Rafa, Angélica, Julio - and the ‘little ones’, my sister Clara and me. The fact that I was only four years younger than Julio but five years older than Clara had never seemed to matter, but over time, other factors had complicated this web of rifts and alliances for everyone but me.

Rafa and Julio worked together. Both had bowed to my father’s wishes. He had wanted his firstborn to study business, his second to study law and would have liked me to become an architect so that he could parcel out his various companies between his three sons. When I told him architecture didn’t appeal to me, and that I was thinking of doing physics, he gave me a long and detailed lecture outlining the advantages of his strategy. Though he never reproached me for my decision, I still felt as though I had disappointed him. Angélica’s vocation as a doctor, in a family with no  paramedical precedents, appealed to him, and Clara’s unpredictability in embarking on two careers and finishing neither frustrated rather than upset him.

Faced with the professional common ground my brothers had shared almost since university, my sisters slowly began to forge an alliance based entirely on gender. For their part, Angélica and Julio shared the fact that both had divorced and remarried, and had had children by both partners. Although they had each married only once, Rafa and Clara shared the fact that both had married partners of a higher social standing than our own, though in the case of my sister-in-law Isabel, who had blue blood on both her mother’s and her father’s side, the size of our family fortune somewhat took the shine off aristocratic names.

In each case, I had remained on the sidelines. I did not work for the family business, I had been the last to marry, my only wedding had taken place in a register office, my wife worked as a civil servant, her family were practically paupers, and my son was the only one of my parents’ grandchildren to go to a state school. To top it all, I was the only member of the Carrión family to vote for the left until my sister Angélica, the perfect wife, capable of winding herself around the man by her side with the sinuous intimacy of an orchid to a tree, kicked off the twenty-first century by unexpectedly leaving her first husband - a rather dumb urologist who had already walked out on her a couple of times - for an oncologist who was more intelligent than she was, handsome, charming, a militant atheist and even more left-wing than me.

Since then, my brother-in-law Adolfo had sided with me in these arguments and my sister followed our lead, albeit with some difficulty, since she had previously had no interest in politics beyond an instinctive, I would almost say pathological, approach to law and order which consisted of blaming everything on the victims. Five years into her second marriage, she could just about keep this trait in check and I was grateful to her for having brought someone interesting into our family discussions.

My isolated position meant that I could maintain a similar, equidistant relationship with all my siblings, including those like Rafa and Angélica whom I loved but did not get along with. Julio, who as a little boy had seemed destined to idolise and emulate the firstborn, had adroitly managed to shed this role to become a very different man, someone whose moods veered from light to shade  with equal intensity. He was very likeable, funny, he adored his children, and he knew how to get the most out of those pleasures in life that cost nothing. In addition, he was much weaker than Rafa, which to me seemed a virtue, and although we didn’t have much in common, he was the closest thing to a friend I had among my brothers and sisters.

Clara and I still shared a special closeness, though I knew that there were times when she looked at me as though I were from another planet, wondering what I had done with her brother Álvaro. None of this bothered me much, until the day my father had another heart attack and the gravity of the prognosis meant we kept vigil into the long dark hours, the brothers- and sisters-in-law all vanishing, leaving me alone with Clara and Mamá in the waiting room of UCI. Then, perhaps because I had nothing else to do, I thought about my family, what we were, what we had been, about the things that brought us together and those that kept us apart, about the things that had endured and those which time had obliterated.

My father made it through the night; in fact he would live for almost a fortnight. From that moment, my sister and my mother became inexplicably important, almost indispensable, to me, not simply for what they represented, but for that part of me contained in each of them. And I knew that this was simply a side effect of grief, a trap set by my tired brain, which was frantically attempting to commit to memory every date, every place, every image of this man whom we could now do nothing to save. To remember my father was to remember us all, freshly washed and combed and dressed, posing for the camera in every family snapshot in the photo album which Mamá kept in the attic, along with the folders in which she kept our school reports. And I was thinking about this as I unwillingly, almost fearfully, prepared myself for my father’s absence, his desk still littered with papers, his chair in front of the television, maybe even his toothbrush, or worse still the empty space where his toothbrush had once been. But I had not reckoned on Lisette.

‘Álvaro!’ I opened the gate with the remote control, but she was already standing outside the front door waiting for me, as though she had heard the car. ‘It’s so lovely to see you!’

I gazed up at her for a moment for the simple pleasure of looking at her. Then, as I bounded up the half-dozen steps to the front porch,  I wondered how she would greet me. In front of my mother, Lisette always addressed me formally and referred to me as ‘señorito Álvaro’; in front of my wife, Lisette talked to me as a friend but did not kiss me when we met. That afternoon she kissed me on both cheeks, as she always did when it was just the two of us, and then hugged me, rocking me like a mother comforting her child.

‘How are you, niño?’

‘Fine,’ I said, but my smile faded as I realised what she meant. ‘Well . . .’

‘I know . . .’ Slowly she let the palms of her hands slide down the back of my neck before stepping away. ‘I know . . .’

‘Your mother called to say you would be coming,’ she said as she walked into the house and headed towards the living room. ‘I’ve made you some sandwiches and a little salad . . .’

‘Thanks, Lisette, but I ate something at the university before I came.’

‘Oh,’ she seemed disappointed, ‘so I suppose you won’t want some crème caramel after all the trouble I went to learning how to make it?’

‘OK, then,’ I smiled finally, ‘I’ll have some of that.’

Lisette herself was as rich and intense, as syrupy and golden, as the crème caramel she now offered me. She had the face of an exotic doll, almond-shaped eyes with just a touch of make-up, full crimson lips, her body small and slender yet curvaceous with soft, velvety skin the colour of milky coffee. ‘Have you seen Mamá’s new maid, the one from Santo Domingo?’ my brother Julio had asked me at one of his kids’ birthdays, and when I told him I hadn’t, he put his face in his hands. ‘Jesus, she’s sex on legs.’

At that point I burst out laughing, although I didn’t particularly pay him any attention since my brother was the kind of man who tripped over gorgeous women at least twice a day, even if he only went out to walk the dog. But when I saw Lisette I had to admit that, despite his somewhat shallow and indiscriminate taste, this time my brother had not been exaggerating. ‘Hey,’ I said when I next saw him, back when my father still wanted us all to go to a restaurant for Sunday lunch, ‘you were right!’ ‘Right about what?’ Julio asked. ‘That thing you said about the Caribbean,’ I replied, even though it was just us and Rafa at the bar and none of the women could overhear. ‘I was right?’ I nodded. ‘Boy were you right!’ ‘Well, I did warn you,’ he shot back. ‘Incredible,’ I said.  ‘Fucking incredible,’ he stressed. ‘Could you two just stop all that bullshit?’ interrupted Rafa, who, according to Julio, had always been appropriately interested in women, that is to say, not very interested, ‘you sound like a couple of horny schoolboys.’ ‘Not schoolboys,’ Julio burst out laughing, ‘but definitely horny,’ and I laughed with him.

I liked women a lot more than Rafa did, but I was less obsessive than Julio. I didn’t go looking for them, I didn’t run around after them, I didn’t chat them up in bars or chase after them at traffic lights. To me, women had always seemed to be a sort of gift, an extraordinary goodness that floated far above my head and rained down on me from time to time. I never felt that I had done anything to deserve the attention that some of them lavished on me, perhaps because, although I found them beautiful, funny, gentle, and infinitely arousing, I also found women strange. I never bothered to try to fathom the mysterious working of their minds, never doubted for a moment that they were the ones who did the choosing; I was content to watch them come and go, neither regretting those who were beyond my reach, nor believing that their preference was in itself valuable, but accepting their existence gratefully. In any case, I loved my wife.

Mai and I had been together for nine years and neither of us had yet shown any sign of growing tired of the other. She was still cheerful, tranquil and patient, did not meddle too much in those parts of my life that did not concern her, and valued her own independence. I was grateful that she was easygoing and was pleased that she did not seem to miss the intense, emotional ups and downs of the kind of love that catapulted many of her friends from abject depression to the dizzy heights, only to spiral inevitably back down into depression, their lives like a squall constantly about to break.

‘She’s a complete idiot, you’ll never believe what she’s done this time,’ Mai would say before she’d even hung up the phone, annoyed by histrionics I simply found amusing.

Then she would lie next to me on the sofa and I would stroke her hair while she brought me up to date on the endless passions, the jealousies, the break-ups, the doubts, the reconciliations, the wild make-up sex, the business trips, more jealousy, more doubts, more break-ups, and I wondered whether sometimes she too was prey to these strange, intense feelings, beyond reason, something  capable of dismissing common sense in favour of some mythic happiness as insubstantial as smoke. Or not.

I didn’t know, because I was not the kind of person who felt this kind of suffering, that kind of happiness, and so, sometimes as I sat there listening to Mai, I wondered whether she had the same doubts as I did, if she had ever wondered about the stability of our life together, what we were losing in return for this image of the perfect couple. I never saw the least indication that my wife was unhappy, not even on the hypothetical plane on which I played out these timid conjectures. It only took a moment for me to remember how much I loved Mai, that I liked her, that we were happy together. This had always been enough in dangerous situations, and although there were a number of isolated instances when I had succumbed to temptation, I had only ever cheated on her when I was away from home, and only with women I met by chance and did not find too attractive, at least not attractive enough to think of these nights as anything more than a moment of madness. Whenever I met a woman I thought I might grow attached to, I put up barriers.

Consequently, I did not suffer from any pangs that first summer Lisette spent at my parents’ house, and since that time we had had a curious relationship, a sort of innocent flirtation that did not worry me in the slightest. This was a game that I knew how to play, something that the women I genuinely found attractive - Lisette, the secretary at the museum, one of my colleagues - realised immediately. Some of them, especially the younger women, were hurt by my lack of ambition, but for the most part we had fun.

‘Delicious,’ I said as I finished the dessert. ‘You get better every day.’

‘Thanks.’ She smiled. ‘How is your mother?’

‘Not great. She says she’s fine, but . . . Staying with Clara has done her a world of good. She spends her whole time tidying: the kitchen cupboards, the wardrobes, the boxroom. My sister must be going up the walls, but it keeps Mamá busy.’

‘She will come back, won’t she?’

‘Of course she’ll come back!’ I said with exaggerated emphasis because I could hear a waver of anxiety in her voice and realised she was worried about her job. ‘She still doesn’t really get on with Curro and sooner or later she’s bound to get bored with reorganising things. Clara is due next month, so Mamá will probably  hang around until the baby is born, but she’ll be back here by the middle of June, when it starts to get hot. You know how much she likes to have her grandchildren over in the summer.’

‘I could go and stay with her there, help her with things,’ she pursed her lips, her face both puzzled and hurt, ‘but she doesn’t want me to.’

‘Of course she doesn’t, because she’ll be coming back here, and she needs you to look after the place in the meantime, to pay the gardener and so on . . . That reminds me, I brought some money for you.’ From my wallet, I took out half a dozen sealed envelopes held together with an elastic band, each one carefully marked with my mother’s elegant, old-fashioned handwriting. ‘Has there been any post?’

‘It’s in your father’s study.’ Lisette gave a shrug. ‘I always used to leave it there. I’ll go and get it if you like . . .’

‘No, I’ll come with you . . .’

I did not know how my brothers had felt, I knew that I was going to find this very difficult, and yet I had not anticipated the aching sadness that breathed through every object, permeating the whole house with an invisible patina at once ancient and impossibly new. Heading towards his study, something I could have done blindfold, every step I took, every door I opened, every thing I touched jolted me with the realisation that this was a step, a door, a thing that still existed in a world where my father did not.

Matter has no spirit and yet my soulless body ached at the implacable memory of this room, the antique wooden desk, the wine-coloured leather wing chair, the fading Persian rug and, at the far end of the room, the low table, the pair of armchairs and the sofa, its back to the huge glass-fronted bookcase. The study smelled of my father, it held the touch of his fingers, the sound of his voice, the gaze of those eyes that had looked around this room day after day, year after year. Some of the most important events in my life had taken place in this room. It was here that as a teenager I had phoned my girlfriends in secret and read illicit books, here that I had confessed that I did not intend to study architecture, here that I announced that I had received a scholarship to study for a doctorate at a university in America, here that I told my father I was going to marry Mai and that I was going to have a child. Yet none of these things seemed important now, while the harsh glare of the furniture, the mathematical precision of the  angles between desk and chair, stapler and letter-opener, appointment book and pencil holder, all proclaimed the passing of this man who would never use them again. Standing in this impossibly lifeless room, the certainty of the loss hit me again. I wondered how many more times it would happen, how long it would be before I would simply remember my father as I wanted, rather than feeling obliged to do so by rituals, by well-meaning words and ceremonies.

I love my father. I admire him, I need him, I miss him, but I had not yet learned to conjugate those verbs in the past tense. It wasn’t easy. In death, we say, all men are equal, but it’s not true, they are not equal in our memories. My father was more extraordinary than we, his children, would ever be, and his strength, energy and integrity were reflected in us, doing more to keep us whole and united than all my mother’s affectionate scheming. I knew this better than anyone, because I was the one who had drifted away the most, the only one who had not attempted to be like him. I regretted that now, in spite of the yawning gulf between my beliefs and his. He always knew that I loved him, that I admired him, that I needed him, but that was not enough to relieve the nagging feeling that I had ended up being the son he would never have wanted to have.

It was not easy being the son of a man like my father, a natural charmer, a born winner, a magician, the genie of his own magic lamp. I never met anybody who did not like him, did not submit eagerly and seek out his company. Nobody, that is, except me, when I saw myself reflected in him and felt overwhelmed by the difference, crushed by his superiority. I did not even manage to be taller than him, and the inch I never grew, the inch that would have made me as tall as him, expanded in my adolescent mind to become a symbol of my failure to live up to him.

Sometimes, I felt proud of myself, but I never felt that my father would be proud of me. And yet, despite the fact that I was the only one of his children to question him, the values that he stood for, he had always been more magnanimous to me than I had been to him, as though he could tell that my defiance was not a whim, but a need that grew out of my own sense of inferiority. It was not easy to be the son of a man like that, at least it had not been easy for me, and all that forgotten pain, long buried in the sands of all the days that had passed, since the time when he had been the most  important person in my life, now spouted again with every memory of him. Death is terrible; it is savage and impious, insensitive and cynical, but most of all it is dishonest.

‘Is that all there is?’ Lisette nodded as I picked up the pile of letters which lay on the desk. ‘I’ll take them into the living room.’

I didn’t want to sit in his chair, didn’t want to lean over his desk and touch his things, but as I was leaving, I could not help but notice the empty spaces on the wall.

‘Where are the photos?’ I asked, referring to three framed portraits, one of my father in a German Army uniform posing beside a plane, one in which he and my mother stood facing each other, smiling, she almost a woman, he already a man, the name and address of a photographer on the Gran Vía in the bottom right-hand corner, and a snapshot, yellowing at the edges, of my father standing between my two older brothers in their school football kit.

‘Rafa took them,’ Lisette said, her voice hesitant until she saw my smile. ‘Julio took the photo of your mother on the desk, the one in the silver frame, you remember . . . The girls haven’t been yet. Aren’t you going to take anything?’

I took a moment to digest what she had said. Death, I realised, had magnified my brother Rafa’s unconditional, extreme worship of my father’s personality. I shook my head.

‘Not now,’ I said at last, ‘I’ll have to think about it.’

It didn’t take long to sort through the post, about thirty letters, the junk mail outnumbered by the smart white hand-addressed envelopes bearing yet more belated condolences. There were a few invoices, which I gave to Lisette to file with the others, and five letters from five different banks, four of them in ordinary windowed envelopes and the other in a sealed envelope which I opened in case it was just a leaflet offering a loan. When I realised it was a personal letter from a financial adviser, I put it with the others. I said goodbye to Lisette, kissing her absent-mindedly, and headed back to Madrid.

The traffic was so heavy on the motorway to Burgos that as I passed Alcobendas I was able to see that the interactive museum I had been working with for a few years had now taken down the banners that had advertised the exhibition on Mars on loan from a German museum. The next exhibition, on black holes, was one I had curated myself. I was happy with the way it had turned out, yet, long before I reached Madrid, I found myself thinking about  the woman at the cemetery again, as I had done at some point every day for almost a month.

I thought about her and I thought about me, and when I did, I remembered the strange state I had been in when I saw her, that sudden heightened awareness which had fixed her in my memory like some posthumous facet, dark and secret, of my own father.

I didn’t dare to talk to anyone about this, because I realised that there was something unhealthy about my curiosity, something I did not quite understand myself, but something that had led me to the town hall in Torrelodones to check that there had been no other funerals that day or the previous day. Two people had, however, been buried the following day - a nineteen-year-old motorcyclist killed in a traffic accident and an elderly woman who had been born in the village. The official who dealt with me, and who unquestioningly accepted my garbled excuses about some mix-up over the invoice for the hearse, told me that the population of Torrelodones had grown considerably, but that most of the new-comers were from Madrid, with families who tended to bring them back when they died. ‘Your father was different, of course, but then he was born here,’ he said.

I knew that there was something unhealthy about my fixation, but my visit to the town hall completely did away with the reassuring possibility that what had happened was down to chance, since a road accident was news and the relatives of someone who had died of old age would know each other in a village like that. The presence of a strange woman at my father’s funeral was not a mistake, a slip-up, or a mix-up of any kind. I should have been troubled, but I felt oddly reassured, almost happy at the thought. I didn’t say anything to anyone, not even to Mai, and yet she was the one who unwittingly steered me in an unexpected direction.

‘Álvaro,’ she said that night, when Miguelito was in bed and the two of us were eating together in the kitchen, ‘I’ve been thinking . . . How old was your father when he married your mother ?’

‘I don’t know . . . Let me think . . . he was born in ’22, and they were married in ’56 . . . Thirty-four.

‘Thirty-four.’ She nodded slowly, as though chewing over the number along with her salad. ‘That’s what I thought.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just extraordinary, isn’t it? A man who lived  to be eighty-three, who didn’t marry until he was thirty-four, who lived through so much, the civil war, the Second World War . . . And it seems normal to us, obviously, because that is who he was, and we knew him. But there are lots of things we don’t know about his life, or at least things I don’t know. I mean, he must have had a lot of girlfriends before your mother, mustn’t he, when he was in Russia and so on? Think about it . . . I wish we’d talked to him more about his life, I feel we’ve missed an opportunity to get to know him . . . Maybe it’s just that I miss him.’ She reached across the table, took my hand and squeezed it. ‘I loved him very much, Alvaro, you know that . . .’

‘And he loved you . . .’ I said, squeezing her hand in return.

Mai had been one of my father’s greatest conquests. When I met her, a few months after I came back from Boston, I was still getting over a complicated relationship with an Asian-American girl called Lorna, who could go from charming to insufferable, often in the same day, occasionally in the same hour and sometimes from one minute to the next. At first, I thought that this was what people meant when they talked about passion, but after a while I became convinced that it was more likely a nervous disorder of some sort, so I dumped her, and she set about trying to ruin my life. I had never really thought about spending the rest of my life in the United States, but Lorna was the deciding factor in my return to Spain. When I got back to Madrid, the last thing I wanted was another relationship, but I was thirty, I was single and I was employed, so the whole world was secretly plotting to pair me off. Mai had no part in this scheming, but she did sleep with me the first night I met her.

‘What a shame!’ she said the next morning. ‘But that’s life, I suppose. I’ve been waiting for years for an interesting man to appear and now that I’m almost engaged to someone else, you show up . . .’ We kissed goodbye, a long, languid kiss filled with the melancholy of those destined never to meet again, but less than eight months later my friend Fernando, who was married to one of her cousins, invited me to another party.

‘I’ve got a bad feeling,’ he said to me as I arrived. ‘But careful, this whole thing smells like a hunt to me, and I think they’ve got you down as the fox . . .’

I burst out laughing.

‘What is it? Are you OK with this?’ he said.

‘I don’t know,’ I answered. ‘You tell me, you’re the expert on this family.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ve seen worse,’ and he raised his right hand, making the sign of the cross, giving me his blessing. ‘But don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

‘What happened to your fiancé?’ I asked Mai when I saw her, though I had already worked it out from her appearance; she looked more sophisticated, more stylish than the last time. ‘Nothing, ’ she said. ‘That’s just the problem, nothing happened.’ She was stunning, wearing a short, brown, low-cut dress, with bronze highlights in her hair and the wild brilliance that blazes in a woman’s eyes when she is on the hunt. ‘I’m glad,’ I told her, ‘I’ve been thinking about you a lot.’ This would not have been totally true ten minutes earlier before Professor Cisneros had taken me into his office to offer me the benefit of his wisdom, but it had been true ever since, as she tilted her head slightly to give me a sidelong smile, brazen, alluring, perfect. And I had no doubts. Not that night, nor the next morning, nor in the months that followed, when she let slip that she was thinking of moving in with me because she never slept at her place any more.

The one moment of hesitation occurred some time later, when I had finally used up every excuse imaginable for not taking her to meet my curious family. It was July and sweltering hot. As we drove through the gates, somewhat imposing in themselves, of my father’s property in one of the most expensive parts of La Moraleja, she seemed so overwhelmed that, for a moment, I thought our relationship might not make it through the paella. ‘Jesus Christ,’ she said as I parked in the one space left by my brothers. Everyone was sitting on the porch, gathered around my father like magistrates at a tribunal. As we started up the steps, my father got to his feet, and bestowed on us a particularly captivating version of his famous radiant smile. At that moment, I thought my girlfriend, who was highly intelligent, might find this impeccable display of affection suspicious. But I was wrong.

In time, Mai became my father’s favourite daughter-in-law, the only one worthy of receiving his constant, ambiguous attention to the end, an utterly paternal affection mingled with a sort of wistful flirtatiousness, the easy charm Julio Carrión always used to win over his sons’ wives, so different from the manly complicity, the unspoken macho bond he used with his sons-in-law. I was amused  by the banter between my father and my wife, and even more amused to see that my mother was jealous, even my brothers were jealous, furious at the unexpected advantage this common girl - whom they had never thought of as a good match - gave me over them. In my family, we all competed for my father’s attention, it had always been this way, and Mai had no problem with that. Rafa’s wife was slightly ugly, fairly spiteful, and very, very slow - too slow to keep up with her father-in-law’s constant punning and wordplay. Papá would sometimes lose his patience and in a jokey tone, which did nothing to mask his irritation, say, ‘Come on, Isabel, you’re not stupid.’ He preferred Julio’s first wife, Asun, who was cute, clever and gentle, but she was gone. In 1999, a few weeks before their tenth wedding anniversary, my brother dumped her for another woman, who, as far as my father was concerned, would always be the other woman.

‘What? Have you actually met her?’ he said to me once, when I dared to defend her as we watched Julio’s car move down the driveway.

‘Yes, Papá,’ I said, and started to giggle, which did nothing to help my good intentions, ‘I was the first to meet her.’

‘I want to ask you a favour, Álvaro . . .’ That morning I had noticed a nervousness in my brother’s voice when he phoned. ‘You can’t say no, this is really important to me.’ This preamble, somewhat more serious that his usual ‘Listen, Álvaro, it’s Julio, and since we’re having dinner together, I need to talk to you about the business’, alerted me to the exceptional nature of the situation, but it did not prepare me for what came next. ‘You and Mai have to come round to dinner one of these days, I need to introduce you to my girlfriend.’ ‘Girlfriend?’ I said. ‘Well, it’s just that . . . I’m divorced.’ ‘Not yet, you’re not,’ I objected - it was barely two weeks since we had heard about his separation. ‘Well, I’m getting divorced, it’s the same thing, isn’t it?’ and he rattled off parrot fashion, ‘She’s a wonderful girl, really, she’s great, I really love her, I don’t think I’ve ever been in love before, and you two are the trendy liberals in the family, Álvaro, I thought you’d be on my side . . .’ He took a deep breath and then picked up again. ‘It’s just that Verónica - her name is Verónica - she doesn’t trust me.’ I’m not surprised, I thought, but I didn’t say anything. ‘I’m serious about her, I swear, but she doesn’t trust me because I told her that I was already divorced . . . so she’s suspicious, you know, and I need to  introduce her to someone in the family, and you’re the only one I can ask, I thought you two wouldn’t mind - I mean, you didn’t even have a church wedding. For Christ’s sake Álvaro, don’t fuck around, you’re hardly going to tell me now that you think marriage is for life . . .’ Mai didn’t much like the urgency in my brother’s request, but she agreed that we couldn’t refuse, and in the end, despite her principles, she enjoyed the evening as much as I did.

Julio had invited us to dinner at the most expensive and exclusive restaurant he knew, an extravagance that did nothing to favour his twenty-six-year-old girlfriend, who was undeniably pretty, though Mai didn’t think so. Verónica was passably educated, though you would not have thought it to look at her. She was wearing make-up that made her look ten years younger, her hair was carefully coiffed, her nails were painted with little purple moons, and she had squeezed herself into a miniskirt and jacket that were two sizes too small for her. From the denim embroidered with sequins, mirrors and coloured thread, Mai immediately recognised that the outfit was the work of a chic Italian designer, and more importantly, she told me, obscenely expensive.

But at that moment, she just looked like every other twenty-something and countless thirtysomething girls having dinner with rich men old enough to be their father. In an ordinary restaurant, despite the twelve-year age gap between them, Verónica would have attracted attention only because of her magnificent cleavage - ‘It’s a push-up bra,’ Mai whispered to me - but this black basque and its effects were hardly sufficient to justify the ruin of the family, although they were disturbing. I didn’t say this to my wife, obviously. And if I sided with my brother, it was not because of his girlfriend’s breasts, but because of her intelligence, though she hid it well. She looked at Julio as though he were a god and, for his part, he looked at her like a benevolent, all-powerful deity in thrall to her formidable gravity-defying breasts. Six weeks later, in spite of my shrewd advice that he should take things slowly, Julio showed up with her unannounced at father’s birthday dinner. Papá was not taken in by her demure T-shirt.

‘She’s a cheap whore, Alvaro. Jesus Christ, you only have to look at her ! It doesn’t surprise me coming from your brother, Julio has always done his thinking with his dick, but come on! You’re more intelligent than that. I think . . .’

‘No, Papá,’ I interrupted him gently. ‘OK, she does look like a  tart, but I don’t think she is one. She’s a nice girl, seriously . . .’

‘Well, I’m not saying she isn’t . . . But she’ll cheat on your brother, that’s for sure. I give it a month.’

‘It’s not like that, Papá,’ I insisted. ‘It’s the other way round.’

I was right, something I also found out before anyone else. ‘Álvarito, listen, you need to come over, we need to talk about the business.’ It hadn’t been a year since the wedding but Julio and Verónica were still together, still happy in their elemental, lopsided, effective way. Although she had had two children one after the other, both of whom were so young that she had to take them everywhere with her, she would occasionally dress the way she used to, and Julio would look at her like a Greek god in all his helpless omnipotence. Until one day my father had a heart attack and had to be hospitalised for the first time, six months before he would go in for the last time, and Julio showed up at the hospital crying like a baby because Verónica had twice caught him cheating on her, and now had packed her bags.

Between sobs, my brother told me what had happened. ‘Now you’ve got the house to yourself,’ she’d told him at the door. ‘You won’t have to ask anyone for favours, you don’t have to remember to erase the message on your mobile before you come home or hide the credit card statements. I’m leaving, so you can fuck whoever you like.’ I realised this was the first time I had seen Julio cry since we were young, and I asked him why he didn’t cry a little less and try a bit harder to stop sleeping around. He shrugged his shoulders and went on crying. Verónica took the kids and left, she didn’t complain, she didn’t phone people to bad-mouth her husband, she didn’t talk to a lawyer, she didn’t ask for money and she didn’t plot her revenge. All she would say was: ‘I still love him, but I can’t take it any more.’ The way she behaved - dignified, sober, firm - finally won over my mother and my brother Rafa, but it did not convince my father.

‘I told you she was a cheap tart,’ he said offhandedly, when, after two months, Julio finally managed to convince her to come back. ‘Didn’t I tell you?’ I was so dumbfounded I couldn’t think of anything to say. His words pierced me like a hard, brittle splinter, fossilising inside me, in that perfect place we think of as the heart, and I have never been able to recall them without a shiver running through me. Maybe I should have asked him why he said it, by what criteria he had made a judgement which to me seemed  inconceivable. But I did not dare to question him, maybe because I was afraid of what he might say.

‘You’re making a big deal out of nothing, Álvaro.’ Mai took my father’s side, as always. ‘What do you expect? Your father is an old man . . . he probably can’t accept that a woman would leave her husband, particularly when that husband is his son . . .’ All right, Julio had it rough for a while - in fact, I thought there was a certain dignity in the way he humiliated himself, a sort of tragic nobility I never thought him capable of, just as I had never realised how much he loved Verónica, even though he cheated on her again and again. And I knew that I had never experienced anything like this, but I felt close to my brother, his red eyes, his trembling hands, his forlorn face, his ashen skin, and sunken cheeks. And at that moment, I understood Verónica too, I could imagine how she had left a home that she would one day return to, could imagine her opening the front door of her rented flat to take the children to nursery only to find her husband sleeping there fully clothed. After this, my father did not leave hospital. He was too weak now. He had only four months to live and yet in spite of everything, in spite of the fact that his voice was a faint echo of my father’s voice, he had still found the strength to say: ‘I told you she was a cheap tart.’

I heard those words again when my wife said that there were things my father could have told us that we did not want to know, they came to me unexpectedly as I sat in the traffic jam on the Burgos motorway, because Mai’s strange remark had merged with the image of the woman in the graveyard.

There was something unhealthy about my curiosity, I realised that, but my father’s venom towards my sister-in-law seemed somehow to be tinged with guilt, when connected to the fleeting apparition in the cemetery, and the fact that no one else seemed to care did nothing to allay my fear. It had never occurred to me to wonder what kind of man my father might have been before he became the man I knew. Maybe he had a girlfriend when he was in Russia, Mai said, and my mind had lingered on the thought, teasing out this possibility and other, much stranger possibilities, yet none of them could wipe away the icy chill of his words, nor help me to understand the look on the face of a young woman who had regarded me unhurriedly, like someone with a mission to accomplish.

I parked the car in the garage and walked down to Calle  Argensola where my sister Clara lived in the beautiful, spacious old apartment we had lived in as children. I loved that house, had thought of it fondly ever since my father had killed two birds with one stone by building on one of the plots he owned in La Moraleja, so that he would have a house befitting his position and be able to escape the upheavals that now plagued what until then had been one of the quietest areas in central Madrid. I was fifteen years old when we moved to the suburbs and I spent the next ten years commuting between the old house, which my father had not sold since my brothers argued that they could sleep in the Argensola flat on Friday and Saturday nights to avoid driving home drunk, and the new house, which I stopped going home to on weekends when I came of age and got my own key to the Argensola place. For the next five years, during which I spent most of my free time wondering how to find space for all the books in my tiny, cramped, disproportionately expensive flat in Boston, I felt even more homesick for the Argensola flat with its spacious rooms and high ceilings. By the time I came back, it was too late. Clara, the most precocious member of the family, had already booked a date for her wedding and was having the flat renovated. I had to make do with the nearest thing I could find to it in the area, a big, slightly dilapidated flat on the Calle Hortaleza, which was fine once it had been done up, but which did not stop me feeling a wave of sadness every time I stepped through the door of my sister’s place.

‘Look who it is! Álvaro.’ My mother opened the door and gave me a shy smile before kissing me hard on both cheeks. ‘I knew you wouldn’t call me before you left.’

‘But, Mamá, you knew he was coming.’ Clara, her lips puffy, her ankles puffier still, came to meet me, greeting me with the joy of a besieged soldier watching the cavalry arrive. ‘And, anyway, Álvaro knew you’d phone Lisette to ask her what time he’d left.’

‘And how could he know that?’

‘Because he knows you, Mamá,’ she said kissing me again. ‘Because he knows you.’

‘In any case, I don’t know what was so important you couldn’t call your mother.’

Clara suggested that maybe we could all have coffee, so we went into the living room. I sat on the sofa beside my mother while she went through the post, slicing through the envelopes with a letter-opener that cut as cleanly as a scalpel. She seemed to be in much  better health, physically, than she claimed. In spite of her delicate appearance, she was a strong woman who had never suffered a serious illness, and had always recovered quickly from minor ailments. We all believed she would eventually get over the shock, but by the time she read the second letter of sympathy her eyes were filled with tears, and when she finished reading the last of them, she fell back against the sofa, burying her head in the cushions, and stayed there, absent, for a time. Clara arrived with the coffee and gave her a glance somewhere between worry and pity.

‘You don’t understand how much I want this all to be over.’

‘Of course we understand, Mamá,’ I said, seeing in her the weariness I myself had felt a little earlier, the desperate need to simply remember my father as I wanted to, rather than feeling obliged to do so by rituals, by things, by well-meaning words and ceremonies.

My mother took my hand, nodded, heaved a sigh and sat up again, then, ignoring the cup that Clara had put in front of her, she began to look at the other letters in the pile.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, holding up the letter with the Caja Madrid letterhead I had opened earlier.

‘It’s from someone in some bank or other, they want to talk to you about money, some investment fund Papá had with them. Give it here, let me have a look . . .’ I read the letter again and paraphrased it for her. ‘That’s what it is, Papá had invested money - it doesn’t say how much here - in tax-deductible bonds. Anyway, this man wants to know whether you want to redeem the capital or reinvest it in bonds, which - not surprisingly - he thinks would be a much better option . . .’

‘What’s his name?’

‘The guy who wrote the letter?’ My mother nodded. ‘It says R. Fernández Perea. I’m not sure, Ramón, Ricardo, Rafael . . .’

‘I don’t know him.’

‘Maybe Roberto,’ Clara chipped in.

‘Or Remigio,’ I said. My sister started to laugh but she stopped our little game when she saw the look of impatience on my mother’s face.

‘No, I don’t know anyone by any of those names. And what does this person expect me to do? Does he want me to call ?’

‘Let’s see.’ I glanced back at the letter. ‘He says he is at your  disposal should you wish to meet with him personally, but you could just call him. The phone number is here.’

‘Go and see him, Mamá.’ Clara looked at her and then at me. ‘Since it’s about money, I think that’s better, don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ I agreed, though I had no opinion.

My mother sipped her coffee slowly.

‘One thing, Alvaro . . . These accounts or whatever they are, were they in your father’s name or in the company’s?’

‘Looks like they were in Papá’s, he’s the only one mentioned.’

‘Well then, you go. Call him, meet with him and he’ll explain everything.’

‘Me?’ I tried to defend myself. ‘Why me? I don’t know anything about that kind of thing. Let Rafa go, he knows about money.’

‘Rafa knows about company finance, not personal banking, and your father always kept those accounts separate. It’s better that you go. Anyway, your brothers are always busy. It’ll be easier for you to pop into the bank some morning, and . . .’

‘Mamá, I have a job too, you know.’

‘Yes, I know, but . . . It’s not the same. It’s not as if you teach every day, hijo.’

‘But . . .’ I’ve got an exhibition about black holes in two weeks, so I’ll have to be at the museum every day, I was about to say. ‘All right . . .’

I gave up. It was a battle I could never win, just like the battle to convince my mother and my brothers that the state didn’t pay me a monthly salary to sit around - an argument that wasn’t helped when I started working as a consultant for the new Interactive Science Museum, so that I now earned more than my sister Angélica, the only other Carrión who worked in the public sector. Far from enhancing my prestige, this merely confirmed my family’s opinion that my job was nonsensical. ‘And you’re telling me some bank gave you money to set up this place?’ my mother asked me the day I took her to the museum with my nephew Guille - whose opinion I was far more interested in, given that he was the brightest ten-year-old I knew. ‘Millions, Mamá, millions,’ I said. She raised her eyebrows. ‘But it looks like an amusement park,’ she said finally. ‘What did you expect? Tracts about Newton on the walls and cabinets full of medieval slingshots?’ I asked. ‘Well, at least then it might look like a museum,’ she replied. We didn’t say another word to each other until Guille returned to us. ‘It’s  incredible, Álvaro,’ he said. ‘No, seriously, I love it, it’s frigging fantastic!’ My mother told off her grandson for talking like that and on the way home scolded me for wasting my talent on such rubbish.

‘So you’ll go and see the man at the bank?’ she said at the door when I was hoping to get away with just a goodbye kiss.

‘Yes, Mamá, I’ll go . . .’

And that was it. My mother sent the wrong son to the meeting, and nothing would ever be the same again.


That afternoon, when she went to wake him, Raquel Fernández Perea found her grandfather Ignacio sitting up in bed with his glasses on, staring into the distance at some point suspended above the blue spring sky, which hung like a tender promise over the city.

‘It’s five o’clock, Grandpa,’ the little girl announced, then, interpreting his smile as permission, she ran to the bed and lay down next to him. ‘Did you not get any sleep?’

‘No,’ he said, only to correct himself immediately, as though eager not to arouse suspicions. ‘Well, a little . . .’

‘Where are we going today?’

Grandpa Ignacio treated his midday siesta as if night had come in the middle of the day: he undressed, put on his pyjamas, pulled down the blinds and closed all the doors before getting into bed. Grandma Anita preferred to doze in her rocking chair, with the television on, a cushion at her back, another behind her head and something to read - a book or a magazine - that would slowly slip from her fingers. ‘Ouf, I think I just nodded off!’ she would say when she woke, refusing to believe her granddaughter when she said she had been sound asleep and snoring long before the farmer’s wife - or was it the governor’s daughter? - was kidnapped in whatever movie was on Channel 1. ‘Snoring?’ she would say. ‘Snoring? You grandfather is the only one round here who snores . . .’ This was true. Raquel could hear him halfway down the corridor; it sounded as if her grandparents’ room was a den full of ferocious monsters that always vanished the moment she opened the door, pulled up the blinds and said, ‘It’s five o’clock, Grandpa, where are we going today?’

So began the best part of every Saturday, which had been the  best days in Raquel’s life since her grandparents went back to Spain. It had not been easy, but it had been worth it. It had not been easy because they had been waiting for them for a long time, much longer than anyone expected. Ignacio Fernández Muñoz refused to set foot in Barajas airport until September 1976, and even then he made it clear it was only for a holiday.

‘I’m just here on holiday,’ he said as he kissed his grandchildren. His voice betrayed no trace of emotion or uncertainty, as though he truly believed what he was saying, or as though he felt protected by the neutral territory of the airport. His every gesture, his every movement, from the elegant detachment of his gait to the polite curiosity with which he stared at the tourists, at the suitcases, at the little plastic flamenco dancers staring back at him from every shop window, was so precise, so polite, so languid, that it looked as though he had spent years practising in front of a mirror. Raquel was disappointed by the grace with which he pretended he had just landed in Switzerland, a distant, indifferent manner that would have led anyone watching to assume he had simply come along to keep his wife company. Because Grandma on the other hand - Grandma kissed the frame of the door leading into the arrivals hall. ‘Anita, please,’ he whispered as she did the same thing to the door at the main exit. ‘Anita, stop this foolishness, please, for pity’s sake,’ and she cried and she laughed and she clapped her hands to her face and said strange things, stock phrases, clichés, non sequiturs, talking about her mother without realising it, and hugging each of them in turn. But once they had reached the car, packed the suitcases into the boot and got inside, Grandpa offered his greetings, still without losing his composure. The driver turned the key in the ignition and pressed the accelerator. As he was putting the car in reverse, his father stopped him:

‘Where are we going?’

His son turned towards the man in the back seat and stared at him. It was half past twelve, the day was bright and sunny, with a gentle warmth that heralded the coming autumn.

‘Well . . . home, to drop off your stuff.’

‘Absolutely not!’ The passenger’s voice was firm. ‘I’m telling you, I haven’t waited thirty years to come back to Madrid in order to go straight to Canillejas . . .’

‘Where do you want to go, then?’

‘Vistillas.’

His son, smiling at his father’s cavalier impulsiveness, turned to look at him, suspecting he was about to make a fool of himself.

‘And where is that - apart from somewhere in the lyrics of “Su majestad el chotis”?’

‘What do you mean, where is that! Where it’s always been, at the far end of Calle Bailén. Let’s go . . .’

‘OK . . .’ But neither the car nor the driver’s head moved. ‘And how do I get there?’

‘Is it possible?’ His father shook his head happily, as though in his son’s ignorance he had discovered something he had lost long ago. ‘Let’s see . . . You know La Puerta del Sol ?’

‘Of course, Papá.’

‘OK, well, when you get there, take Calle Arenal, turn off at Ópera, drive round the theatre, turn on to the Plaza de Oriente and then take a left . . .’

‘Which Arenal - there are two of them, aren’t there?’

‘I’ll let you know, hijo, I’ll let you know.’

Raquel, sitting next to her grandfather, heard him murmur, ‘It’s all changed so much, I’d hardly recognise the place . . . that can’t be right, can it? I don’t know, I’m completely lost, Anita . . .’ until they came to a broad avenue with trees and fountains and cars speeding in all directions, and his voice grew louder, solemn and serious, almost angry.

‘La Castellana,’ he said to Grandma Anita, who was sitting by the other window with Mateo in her arms, and he took her hand and kissed it over and over.

‘Do I turn here or not?’

‘Of course you turn here!’ His son’s indecision rescued him from his emotions. ‘Head down to Cibeles and turn up on to Alcalá . . . God, look at it, they’ve ruined it . . . Look, Raquel, when I lived here, there were mansions like that one - see? - all along the street. Some of them were bombed, because there were bombings every day . . . And you see that big building on the left? That’s the Biblioteca Nacional, that hasn’t changed. That street there is Calle Génova, I used to live down there, and there’s Recoletas and the Café Gijón - and just look at that monstrosity!’

‘I know.’ Raquel, who could not understand that her grandfather was using her to shield himself from his emotions, interrupted him. ‘I’ve seen the Cibeles fountain lots of times. We live here now, Grandpa.’

‘Of course . . .’ He nodded. ‘Of course.’

And yet he took her to a place where she had never been, and taught her that a city could be more than a collection of streets and houses.

‘Why did you want to come here, Grandpa?’ she asked, when she was tired of standing beside him while he gazed at everything in silence, as though trying to recognise every building, every rooftop, every bridge, every hill, tree and knoll and every peak of the mountains rising in the distance.

‘I don’t know . . . the view is nice, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, but . . .’ Raquel didn’t want to contradict him. ‘There are prettier places, like El Retiro, or the Plaza Mayor.’

‘Yes,’ her grandfather looked at her, smiling, ‘but this was my last view of Madrid before I left, and I wanted to come back here.’ Then he turned to his wife, brought his face close to hers and whispered, ‘It was here that . . .’

‘I know.’ Anita pressed her face to his and kissed him. ‘Don’t think about that. Come on, let’s have a drink.’

Raquel did not know what their words meant, but she guessed that her grandmother’s sudden desire to visit this café terrace was her way of changing her husband’s ellipsis into a full stop. Yet this did not surprise her as much as the sudden tremor in her grandfather’s voice, which seemed to fade like a poorly tuned radio as the waiter leaned closer and closer to him, unable to make out what he was asking for. ‘A glass of beer?’ he suggested, and Grandpa shook his head, cleared his throat, swallowed and repeated his request. The waiter nodded and gave a smile of relief. ‘Ah, vermú de grifo, I’m sorry, I didn’t quite hear you the first time, of course we have vermouth on tap . . .’ Raquel did not know what this was, but if they served it here and it came out of a tap, it couldn’t be anything unusual or expensive.

There were thousands of bars in Madrid, it was something she had noticed when they first arrived, and in every bar there were lots of bottles, hundreds of bottles, whole walls filled with bottles, and in the middle of every bar was a sort of metal contraption with wheels and levers operated by a waiter who never said a word and had a serious expression as though working the contraption was so difficult or important that no one dared talk to him as he tilted a glass with one hand and pulled the lever with the other. At that moment, anyone would think that something great was about to  happen, but all that happened was beer came out of the tap along with a lot of white foam. The man would scoop out half of the foam with a spatula, fill up the glass and bang it down on the bar. ‘There you go!’ he’d say with a smile. Then the customer would smile back and say ‘thank you’ as if the barman had done something important.

That was how it always was. Raquel had witnessed this ceremony many times, she had watched as her parents learned to say ‘Thank you, Andrés’, that was the name of the barman from the bar on the corner of their street. She had even looked with pity at the espresso machine, which stood at the far end of the bar, wondering why no one treated it with the same reverence. She didn’t know that you could get things out of bar taps other than beer, but that morning the waiter put an ordinary glass in front of her grandfather filled with a dark, brownish liquid with an ice cube and half a slice of orange in it, and her grandfather picked it up, sniffed it, looked at it, turning the glass between his fingers. He closed his eyes before he took a sip, and when he opened them again they seemed bigger, brighter, clearer and so strange that Raquel was shocked.

She had never seen her grandfather cry, nor would she see him cry that morning, but from the emotion that shimmered in his eyes she could tell that what had happened here was important, although she did not understand why. There were so many bars in Madrid, so many levers and taps, so many barmen versed in the sacred ceremony of pouring beer, that this could not be anything special. It seemed just like all the others, yet when her grandfather picked up one of the fried potatoes topped with an anchovy and ate it, he smiled. This was the first time that Raquel Fernández Perea had seen her grandfather smile, really smile, his lips curved in sheer happiness, with no pretence, no reticence, no fear and no pain. Her grandfather was smiling like a small child, an avid student, a brave soldier, a lucky fugitive, a quiet lawyer, a resigned wrestler, a Madrileño far from Madrid, like every man who had ever felt that, for one fleeting instant, perhaps the time had come to make peace with himself. Raquel understood none of this, but she knew that something important was happening; she was certain of it when her grandfather took his wife’s hand and squeezed it and her grandmother laughed.

‘And what if they hadn’t had vermouth on tap, eh?’ Her  grandmother was as happy as he was. ‘Really, Ignacio, you’re so stubborn . . .’

That morning, Raquel did not yet know that, as a young man studying law in the magnificent old building that housed the Universidad Central on Calle de San Bernardo, Ignacio Fernández Muñoz would head home after class, stopping at every bar along the way, and in every bar he would ask for a vermouth on tap, and with every glass he got a complimentary tapa or snack. His granddaughter had never heard him tell this story. For years, what her Grandfather Aurelio had missed about Spain was the sea, not the huge waves, the vast expanses of sandy beach, the subtle evanescence of the horizon, but a tangible piece of sea, a small strip of water in Andalucía he could call his own, where he could sit in the shade of a vine on the patio of his shimmering whitewashed house surrounded by orchards, far from the town and the beach. Raquel knew this, and she knew that her Grandma Rafaela had missed two things, grilled sardines and music. ‘I’ve always loved to sing,’ she would say, ‘I can’t tell you how much I loved it, but you can’t do it here, it’s stupid, but when I first started working as a cleaner for a doctor - he was a comrade, a good person - in Nîmes after our war I used to sing to myself while I was working and he’d always say, don’t sing like that, Rafaela, it sounds like you’re in pain. Obviously, they never sing, they don’t even sing at parties . . .’

Raquel had heard this story many times, and she had seen her grandmother in the kitchen of her house in Torre del Mar, dancing by herself to the radio. Her smile was like the smile of Grandma Anita when she opened the parcel they brought back from Spain every September when half a dozen tins of anchovies and a string of dried peppers seemed to be transformed into something else, as if Spain itself, the air, the soil, the mountains, the trees, the language and the people, could be glimpsed through the cracks in this cardboard box, as if its best, its purest essence were distilled in the purple of the aubergines whose skin her grandmother stroked with a tremor of longing. ‘Beautiful, hijo, beautiful, just look how beautiful they are . . .’ Raquel knew that, as she looked at those aubergines, her Grandmother Anita was happier than her little brother Mateo when he saw his Christmas presents. But not until that morning in September had it ever occurred to Raquel that her Grandfather Ignacio, who was always so quick to tell his wife that  of course they had aubergines in France, also missed something.

‘The sky, I missed the sky,’ he told her that same afternoon when it finally occurred to her to ask him, and she listened as he rattled off a whole string of other things, as though he had spent the past thirty-six years secretly preparing for this conversation. ‘The light of morning, especially in winter, the pure, dry air that slashes at your face and wakes you up inside. Tap water, the water here tastes better than any mineral water in the world. The first signs of spring in February, though they are also so fleeting, so illusory, and do not last long, but the joy of stepping out into the street to take the sun, with no umbrella, no coat, and the pavement cafés suddenly full of people . . .’ He looked at her and shook his head. ‘I’ve often thought back to February in Madrid, you know. I thought about it every day of every February of every year I lived in France. And the bars, the streets, going out early in the morning when everyone is still asleep, buying the paper and having breakfast in a café at a table by the window, reading the paper while the regulars make comments on the news . . .’

‘You like that?’ his granddaughter interrupted him, surprised.

‘Of course I do.’ He gazed at her thoughtfully for a moment and then laughed. ‘What is it? You think that’s strange?’

‘Very strange. It’s much nicer to have breakfast at home in your pyjamas all toasty and warm . . .’

‘That’s exactly what your grandmother used to say, but I always hated having breakfast at home. Of course, there’s something I hate more - bars that try to rush you, where they’re eager to be rid of you, but that’s why I missed the bars here in Spain where a long leisurely breakfast can run straight into the aperitif . . .’ He paused for a moment. ‘It’s not easy living without the aperitif . . . It’s a ridiculous habit - a pointless little snack, my mother always said it was bad for you, because it doesn’t whet your appetite, it fills you up, a couple of glasses of vermouth, a few anchovies, a few crisps, and so on until by the time you get home, you’re full up, but you’re so tipsy, so happy and relaxed, you go straight to bed, have a little nap and by nine o’clock you feel ready to start again. Spending your life in bars, that’s what it means to be rich, what it means to really live. It’s not like I got to enjoy much of life - three paltry years - because after that war broke out, the fascists moved quickly, they took Toledo and they kept advancing, then one night while we were having dinner we heard that the government was planning to  leave Madrid, heading for Valencia, leaving us behind, because in their minds the city was as good as lost . . .’

By this point, Raquel had realised that her grandfather was no longer talking to her, to a seven-year-old girl who was only dimly aware that once upon a time in Spain there had been a war and that her family had lost the war and that’s why they went to live in France, which was just as well because the ones who stayed behind were all killed. She also knew that it had something to do with her Grandmother Anita’s two fixations - she wouldn’t eat apricots and she refused to speak the name of the village where she was born - but Raquel went on listening to her grandfather with rapt attention, as though she understood what he was saying, because his eyes were shining like the eyes of a much younger man, and when he looked at her she felt warm inside.

‘I’ll never forget that night as long as I live. The news wasn’t official, and a lot of people didn’t think it was important, but we were politically aware, so for us the government leaving was really them running away - more than that, it was a betrayal, the first of many . . . My father, who was a staunch republican, had been in a foul temper for the past two weeks, he was livid that Azaña had fled to France - never forget, the president of the republic was the first to run away. My brother Mateo, the one who found out the government had met with all the political parties to tell them that it was impossible to defend Madrid, was so furious he didn’t even try to defend the war minister Largo, who was a socialist just as he was . . . But the one who took it worst was my brother-in-law Carlos, who was married to my sister Paloma, la bella Paloma, we called her, you remember her, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’ Raquel remembered her, an old woman with white hair who looked like she could be her grandparents’ mother. She used to live with her sister María on the outskirts of Paris, but she seemed mad and never went out. ‘But I didn’t think she was pretty.’

‘She was . . . She was very pretty, the prettiest woman I’ve ever known.’

‘Prettier than Grandma?’ his granddaughter asked, puzzled, because until that day Anita Salgado Pérez had held the title of the most beautiful woman in the family.

‘Well . . . she was different. I love your grandmother, she is short, but she is a pretty little thing, like a perfect miniature. My sister  was more of a woman, taller, more . . .’ He paused for a moment, trying to find the words to explain himself. ‘Maybe it’s just that the rest of the family were nothing much to look at, that’s why Paloma stood out. My brother Mateo . . . well, his ears didn’t stick out and he had extraordinary blue eyes, but the poor man had a face that would stop a clock. I suppose he looked all right, but María and I were quite ugly.’

‘You’re not ugly, Grandpa.’

‘Really?’ He looked at his granddaughter in mock amazement, making her giggle. ‘With my big jug ears and my stubby little nose and my neck like a stork’s?’

‘You’re not that bad . . .’ Raquel protested. ‘You’re tall and you have a good body . . . I wouldn’t mind being your girlfriend.’

‘Thank you,’ he kissed her on the forehead, ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

‘What about Paloma’s husband ?’

‘He wasn’t what you would call handsome either, but he was attractive, dark skinned, very intelligent . . . He had character. He was madly in love with his wife and it showed. My mother used to say they looked like a couple of film stars.’

‘No, I meant what happened to him.’

‘He was executed by firing squad after the war. Paloma was a widow at the age of twenty-four.’

‘No, I didn’t mean that either.’ Raquel grew impatient. ‘I know they shot him - they shot your brother Mateo too, didn’t they? You’ve told me that before. I want to know what happened that night, the night you were talking about . . .’

‘Oh!’ He paused and looked at her. ‘You really want me to tell you?’ She nodded so vehemently that her grandfather suddenly remembered he was talking to a seven-year-old girl. ‘You wouldn’t understand . . .’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

He smiled. ‘Well, it’s up to you . . . That night, we were all at home, and even that was quite rare because Carlos and Mateo had already been fighting for three months. My brother-in-law had a two-day furlough - you can think of it as a holiday. My brother had been fighting in the mountains all summer, but his regiment had had orders to come back and fight for Madrid right here in  Madrid, because the fascists were already at the gates - just at the other end of Calle Princesa . . . He’d been given permission to see  his family, but he had to go back to the barracks at night. So, what happened was that Carlos, who was a socialist too . . .’ He stopped, cupped his chin and stared into space as though seeking inspiration. ‘How can I explain it? Carlos was one of my best friends, he was more than that, he was my hero. He was also my civil law professor during my first year at university. It wasn’t really his subject, but he’d just started teaching so he was prepared to take anything, because he was very young - I mean, he was seven years older than I was, but for a professor he was very young, very clever and a bit of a drinker. I started to hang around with him, and we would go out drinking together, then I introduced him to my sister and they started courting, they got married almost immediately and we had been friends ever since. That night . . . I was moved when I saw him, when I heard him speak, because he was normally a quiet man. He had a great sense of humour, and was writing a book that he would never publish, but that night he flew into a temper - I’ve fought in two wars since then and I’ve never seen anyone as enraged as Carlos was that night, not even your Grandpa Aurelio, who was famous for his rages all over the south of France - especially the night we captured the German tank . . .’

Raquel burst out laughing. This was something she could easily imagine, she had often heard the story of how her Grandpa Aurelio had furiously grabbed the French soldier who tried to destroy the tank, how he had thrown the man clean across the room and screamed at the soldier in a language the man had never learned but which that night he understood. ‘I’m crossing the border in this tank, got that, you imbecile? I’m driving this tank back to my village.’

‘What about Carlos? Who did he fight?’

‘Carlos? He didn’t fight anybody, or rather he fought everybody, he fought the whole world. He was shouting, “Franco will never set foot in Madrid. The fascists won’t set foot here, not even over my dead body, because even if they kill me, I’ll come back from the grave and put a bullet between the eyes of every last one of them and when I’m finished I’ll start on our heroes in Valencia and show them whether or not Madrid can be defended.” I was so moved by what he said, by the way he said it, that the next day I enlisted.’

‘To go to war ?’ And although this was something she had always known, although she had seen lots of photos of her grandfathers  in uniform carrying guns, Raquel seemed so shocked by his words that he burst out laughing.

‘Of course, where else would I be going? I was eighteen years old, and when I showed up at home with a rifle, my father gave me a piece of his mind . . . “That’s all we need,” he said, “first your brother-in-law, then your brother, and now you, Ignacio, now you. You won’t last two days. You’re nothing more than a lad, you’re irresponsible, a spoiled baby . . . ” That’s what my father said to me. But by the time the government ran off and abandoned the people of Madrid, I was a rifleman with the Fifth Regiment. They gave me two days’ training and then they sent me off to the front, but I carried on, and Madrid carried on and Mateo carried on and even Carlos carried on, though barely, because a shell put him in hospital for months, but he’d said he was going to survive and he did. He was a cripple, and his right arm was almost useless so he had to learn to do everything again with his left hand. “I don’t care,” he’d say, “it’s better than my right hand ever was . . . ” After that there was no more vermouth. Not until today . . .’

‘Really?’ Raquel was surprised. ‘Don’t they have it in Paris?’

‘Of course they do, but it’s not the same . . . When I left, I didn’t realise I was leaving for a world with no tapas, no vermouth on tap, no drinking binges where you’re tipsy for three days on end and all you do is laugh. I’ve missed that, missed it terribly, missed the good things and the bad, the noise and the shouting and the dirt. It might sound strange but I even missed the badly dressed women and waiters who wipe down every table with the same filthy rag. I could never stand flamenco, because when I was a boy you heard it in every restaurant, on every street corner at every hour of day or night, but there I even missed flamenco. But mostly I’ve missed the sky. When you’re born here and you leave, other skies seem so bleak, so fake, like a painted backcloth in a theatre.’

Raquel was astonished that her grandfather had missed so many things for so long and had never wanted to speak of them, but she did not dare ask him why. He was afraid. Afraid that he no longer belonged in this city, in this country, afraid he might not recognise himself in the mirrors of his childhood, afraid that he had stumbled too deep into the unending labyrinth of transitory people who do not have anywhere to belong. ‘I’ve lost so many things in my life that I was afraid that I had lost everything,’ he said finally, after he had asked his son to look for a house so he could move back  permanently at Christmas. From time to time, his wife would timorously outline the advantages of living on the Canillejas road. ‘You should see how nice their place is, there’s no noise, no traffic, they’ve got a parking space and a garden.’ But she never dared say more. Her husband loved the city so much that it would have been worse than cruel to tear him away from it now, and Canillejas would never be Madrid to Ignacio. Nor to his granddaughter.

In those September days, Raquel learned to see the city through her grandfather’s eyes. Every afternoon, Ignacio Fernández borrowed his son’s car and drove his granddaughter to one of the five or six areas which to him had always been, and would always be, Madrid. Sometimes, if they were not going far, Grandma Anita would go with them, but Grandfather almost always planned long trips. ‘Because if I don’t,’ he said to Raquel, ‘your grandma will have us stopping in front of every shop window.’ And the little girl, who would sigh and groan with every step whenever her parents tried to take her somewhere, would nod and smile, slipping her hand into her grandfather’s.

Their weekends were ruined. The two of them would sit side by side on the sofa in the living room, sulking, because they had planned to go to the Rastro or the Plaza Mayor or back to Vistillas to have a glass of vermouth, and everyone else was determined to take them on a trip to El Escorial, Toledo, Segovia, Ávila, Aranjuez, Chinchón. ‘No way!’ Grandpa would say. ‘Not Chinchón, why would we want to go there?’ But they went and they admired the streets and the mansions and ate suckling pig or roast lamb because Grandma Anita had never been to the centre of Spain and wanted to see everything as quickly as possible.

‘You still have one weekend left.’ Her father drove during these excursions, calmly accepting the late Sunday afternoon traffic jams.

‘If you like we could go to your pueblo, Mamá, the place where you were born. I looked on the map and it’s not . . .’

‘Absolutely not.’ She cut her son off with the same skill with which she wielded a kitchen knife. ‘I’m not going back to my pueblo, I have no intention of ever setting foot in it again, I swore I would never go back, and when I make a promise, I keep it - not like your father.’

‘Because you’re stubborn as a mule, Anita.’

‘You can talk!’

‘What about me?’

‘You’re worse.’ She turned her head and looked out at the scenery, changing her tone of voice so that it was coaxing, almost childish. ‘Now Teruel, I’d love to go to Teruel, and Zaragoza, especially Zaragoza. My grandparents lived there and Mother always took me with her when she went to visit them. They always made a fuss of me because I was the youngest. My poor mother . . .’

‘OK . . .’ her son hurriedly agreed before Grandma burst into tears, which she inevitably did whenever she thought of her mother. ‘Next weekend I’ll take you to Zaragoza.’

‘We didn’t get to go to the flea market, Grandpa,’ Raquel said when he came to kiss her goodnight.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘we’ll get there . . . When I come back we’ll have every weekend to enjoy ourselves.’

And so it was. To the old customs Ignacio Fernández picked up once more in January 1977, he added a new one - every Saturday between nine o’clock and ten, he would collect Raquel from her house on the Carretera de Canillejas and take her to his house on the Plaza de los Guardias de Corps, opposite the place where the Conde-Duque de Olivares barracks had once stood. The mornings were always the same. He would leave the car in the garage and they would stop at the first newspaper stand, then buy some churros  and chat for a while with the doorman before going up to the apartment, where Grandma Anita, who refused to have breakfast in a bar, would be waiting with freshly made coffee and a bowl of chocolate milk, eager to see her granddaughter. After breakfast she and Raquel would go shopping. Raquel loved pushing the shopping trolley around and talking to her grandmother, who would ask her advice about the fruit and the fish as if she were a grown-up, and then explain how they would cook this or that. From time to time, a shopkeeper would make a mistake and say, ‘You see how lucky your mother is to have you with her ?’ and they would both laugh. They were happy times, because her grandmother had set aside the time just for her.

With the money her partner had paid to buy out Anita’s share in the nursery school in France, she had set up another business. She had two minor partners, both with lesser shares, but she kept it in the family - one of the partners was Raquel’s mother and the other, one of the child’s aunts, the wife of her mother’s older brother, whose name was Aurelio like his father. Both of them had worked in the same business, and together they convinced Anita  to set up a small shop making custom frames for pictures. Aside from these commissions, they sold lithographs, posters and ready-made picture frames along with a few trinkets. Grandma had no experience of framing, but she had excellent taste and she enjoyed talking to the customers, advising them on the size of the mount and the moulding of the frame. She had nothing to do with the actual framing process because she said that she was now too old to learn a trade, but she loved the work. On Saturdays, however, Anita would not open the shop until half past five, leaving her husband with their granddaughter for three hours, which were the best hours of the best days in Raquel’s life until that May afternoon when she found her grandfather sitting up in bed with his glasses on, staring into space.

‘Where are we going today, Grandpa?’

‘Today we’re going visiting,’ he said, and gave her his old smile, the smile he had worn in Paris which looked like a mask.

‘But where?’

‘To visit a friend of mine.’

‘Really?’ Raquel frowned, because Saturday afternoons were supposed to be just for the two of them. ‘Will it be fun?’

‘Absolutely. They have lots of children, some of them are your age.’

But she knew that it would not be fun, and it wasn’t. It was strange and mysterious, but it was not fun. Raquel guessed this even before her grandmother opened the door, kissed them both quickly and said she had to hurry because she was running late. Her husband reminded her that they would pass by the shop to pick her up at about half past eight and then the three of them would go out for dinner. This, too, had become part of their Saturday routine. On Sundays, when her parents came to her grandparents to have lunch and take her back home afterwards, Raquel, proud to have eaten out in a restaurant, would painstakingly relate every detail. And yet she did not tell her father, or her mother, or her Grandmother Anita what happened that Saturday, which had seemed like every other Saturday but which had felt different from the moment her grandfather decided to wear a grey suit and a tie rather than the shirt and jumper he usually wore. Then, from a drawer in his desk, he took out a brown leather folder, the corners faded by time.

‘What’s that, Grandpa?’

‘It’s a folder.’ He showed it to her, careful not to bring it too close. ‘See?’

‘I can see that, but what’s inside it?’

‘Papers.’

‘What papers?’

Not only did her grandfather not answer her question, he behaved as though he hadn’t heard it, and this too was new, because ordinarily he never asked her to be quiet, never asked her to leave him in peace, never once muttered under his breath ‘sometimes you try my patience, hija’, the way her parents did. Grandpa Ignacio had always answered any question she asked and, unlike her mother, had never worried about his granddaughter’s appearance. And yet, that afternoon, before they went out, he had looked her up and down, from her shoes to the satin ribbons on the perfect braids plaited by her grandmother, which of course, matched her dress, which matched her jacket.

‘What are you looking at?’

‘Nothing,’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Just admiring how pretty you look.’

Then, as if to gloss over his strange attitude, he did his best to behave normally, explaining the names of the streets to her, or telling her stories about his childhood, stories about curious characters he had known or had heard about when he was a boy.

‘Today we’re going to a different district - or to be more precise, we’re going all the way to the other end of this district. My friend lives on the Calle Argensola, which is at the far end of the Calle de Fernando VI. You’ll see, we’ve been there before on our way to the Paseo de Recoletos.’

Her grandfather still had an astonishingly accurate memory of the city where he was born, of the location of streets, buildings, fountains and statues, of shops and cinemas, a memory so rich and detailed that his wife was convinced that he had spent years practising in secret. At first, he denied it, but later, having made fun of his wife for spending more than an hour trying to get her bearings in Zaragoza, he admitted that every night after he turned out the light, he would lie thinking about Madrid. He would choose a point of departure - a square, a church, a street corner - and then, from memory, he would mentally reconstruct the Calle Viriato, the Plaza de Santa Ana or the Carrera de San Jerónimo until he fell asleep. If on his first attempt he did not succeed, the  next day he would glance at a map and try again. Raquel had been the privileged, often the only, witness to Ignacio Fernández’s joy when the city accorded with his memory.

That afternoon, however, her grandfather was talking for the sake of talking. He would stop in mid-sentence and suddenly change the subject without finishing the story he had begun. He held her hand too tightly as he walked, straight and stiff, his head held high, his feet moving forward at a constant speed, each pace precisely the same length as the one before. Raquel struggled to keep up with her grandfather, as though chained to this automaton that had usurped her grandfather’s body as they headed towards their destination. On that last, silent stretch, his granddaughter began to feel sorry for him, certain that this was not going to be fun and just as certain that the man her grandfather was visiting could not possibly be a friend.

‘Here we are.’

Ignacio Fernández stopped outside a great, dark doorway and turned to look at his granddaughter - not as he had looked at her in the apartment, but gazing into the depths of her eyes, into the soul of this intelligent eight-year-old girl, staring so hard that she sensed things she knew to be true although she could not understand them: that her grandfather was nervous, that he was wondering whether it might not be better to turn back, that at that moment her presence there was important to him. And since she did not know what to do, she did what she had seen Grandma Anita do whenever her husband was angry or sad or upset: she took his right hand in both of hers and kissed it over and over. Her grandfather smiled at her, a sad smile Raquel knew all too well, he took her in his arms and hugged her hard. Then he smoothed down his suit, slipped the brown leather folder under his left arm, gave her his hand and together the two of them stepped into the house.

On the third floor there were two doors, large and tall, their dark wood gleaming. Only one of them had a brass plaque in the centre, and Raquel noticed that her grandfather had chosen this door although there was no name on the plaque. As he let go of her hand in order to ring the doorbell, she also noticed that his hand was trembling like a scrap of paper in a gale.

‘Good afternoon. Can I help you?’

Grandfather did not have time to answer the maid because a  lady, who looked to Raquel like a movie star, appeared beside her. She was supremely elegant, incredibly blonde, with deep blue eyes and pale white skin, and she was dressed in a black sleeveless dress, high heels and lots of jewellery: there were rings on every finger, bracelets on her wrists, and half a dozen strings of pearls twined round her throat. She gave them a polite, superficial smile, which was the only relaxed expression that Raquel would see on her beautiful face that afternoon.

‘It’s all right, María,’ she said to the maid, ‘I’ll take care of it.’

‘You must be Angélica,’ Ignacio mused aloud in greeting. His voice was his own again: clear, steady and calm, the voice of a man entirely in control of his own body.

‘Yes . . .’ The woman faltered, studying the visitor intently. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met.’

‘Of course we’ve met.’ Ignacio paused and gave a smile. ‘But you wouldn’t remember me because the last time I saw you, you were three years old, but I’m sure you know who I am.’ He paused again, the pause longer and more dramatic, as though he were playing a part. ‘Your mother and I were cousins. My name is Ignacio Fernández.’

Let’s go, Grandpa, let’s go, thought Raquel, seeing the movie star grow pale, much paler than she had been, let’s get out of here, Grandpa, please . . . The woman took two steps back, suddenly weak and powerless, as though every bone in her body had melted away, leaving her dangling like a puppet. Don’t smile like that, Grandpa, don’t smile . . . Raquel tried to speak but her lips refused to move. And the woman, struck dumb at the mention of the name - a name that had exploded inside her like a bomb, a patiently constructed time-bomb - no longer sparkled. Let’s get out of here, Grandpa, please, but he smiled, his lips curved in a perfect expression of sorrow, and he seemed calm, as though a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders . . .

‘Let’s go . . .’ Raquel finally managed to say, her voice almost a whisper.

‘I’ve come to see Julio,’ her grandfather’s voice countermanded hers. ‘Is he home?’

‘No . . . No, he . . . He’s gone out.’ The woman looked at him, looked at the little girl, playing for time. ‘He’ll be back later.’

‘All right.’ Ignacio Fernández took a step forward, though no  one had invited him in. ‘I’ll wait for him, if you don’t mind. It’s been a long time . . .’

‘Of course, of course.’ The lady of the house took a moment to react. ‘Do come in . . . and the little girl ?’

‘This is my granddaughter, Raquel.’

‘Isn’t she sweet!’ The movie star struggled to regain her composure, but her eyes had a glassy sheen which filled the girl with a pity far worse than fear.

‘Would you like to come and play with my children for a while? They were just about to have their afternoon snack . . .’

Raquel squeezed her grandfather’s hand in desperation, because she did not want to be parted from him for an instant, but looking up she knew she had no choice.

‘What a good idea . . .’ Her grandfather kissed her on the head. ‘You go with them.’

‘María . . .’ The maid had not gone far. ‘Could you show this gentleman into the study? I’ll be there in a moment.’

The blonde woman took Raquel’s hand and led her down a long hallway lined with dark wooden furniture. There were paintings on the walls, some very old and very big, others small and clustered in groups. The carpets muffled their footsteps so completely that it took Raquel a moment to realise that the strange, muffled, insistent noise she could hear was simply the sound of the woman breathing. She was panting as though someone were following her, as though she were running rather than walking, or was trapped somewhere unfamiliar, somewhere dark and dangerous instead of simply walking down the corridor in her own home. As they turned the corner, the corridor changed, there was no furniture now, no paintings or carpet, but light flooded in from two windows that opened on to an internal courtyard. At the end of the corridor was a double door. The woman pushed it open and led Raquel into a big kitchen containing white furniture and with a table in the middle set for afternoon tea.

‘OK.’ The blonde woman finally let go of her hand, gave her a smile so tense it looked like a grimace, and nodded towards the two children sitting at the table. ‘These are my two youngest, Álvaro and Clara. Children, we have a guest, her name is Raquel, and she’s your cousin, a distant cousin but still . . . No, actually . . . I think she’s your niece, twice removed. I don’t know, I always get mixed up with family. Anyway . . . You sit here. Would you like a  hot chocolate? Fuensanta makes wonderful hot chocolate . . .’

She was so nervous that when she pulled out the chair she knocked a napkin on the floor. A fat, smiling woman of about fifty in a blue uniform with an immaculate white apron offered Raquel a spoon and said she would take care of everything.

‘Thank you, Fuensanta . . . I’m just going to the bathroom for a minute . . . I have to . . . Jesus, where did I leave my cigarettes?’

Raquel looked at the children. They didn’t look like brother and sister. He had short, thick black hair and dark eyes like bottomless pools; the girl was blonde with pink skin and golden eyes that shone like beads of honey. She seemed very pretty. More than that - she had the sort of beauty you see in television advertisements for shampoo or biscuits, the gentle charm of those who always play the lead role in the school play, that innate, magnetic beauty that determines the pecking order in the classroom and the playground. Even Raquel would not have been indifferent to her beauty, would have wanted to be her friend, would have invited her to her birthday party before anyone else had she met her on some other day when she did not need to watch her words, to fear for her grandfather, to protect him from a kind blonde woman who invited you to have hot chocolate with her children. The boy fascinated her much less than the girl, but he seemed to be fascinated by her.

‘You’re my niece?’ This was the first in a long series of questions.

‘I don’t know.’ This was the truth, because no one had ever mentioned this family to her.

‘How old are you?’

‘Eight.’

‘I’m seven,’ his sister chimed in.

‘And I’m twelve.’ He thought for a moment then shook his head. ‘You can’t be our niece, we’re too little. You must be our cousin.’

‘I don’t know,’ repeated Raquel. ‘But my grandpa told your mother that he was her cousin or something . . .’

‘It would be good if you were our cousin, because we don’t have any cousins,’ the little girl said.

‘Really?’

‘No,’ her brother confirmed, ‘Papá and Mamá were only children. Have you got cousins?’

‘Yes, lots . . . Miguel and Luis, who live in Málaga, Aurelio, Santi and Mabel, who live near my other grandparents in Torre del Mar,  Pablo and Cristina, who live here in Madrid, and then I have cousins in Paris, Annette and Jacques.’

‘You’ve got cousins in Paris?’

‘Yes. We used to live there. I was born in Paris.’

‘That means you’re French.’

‘No, I’m Spanish. My parents are Spanish, and my grandparents. ’

‘That’s weird.’ The boy stared at her as though he didn’t believe a word she had said. ‘People who are born in France are French.’

‘Have you got any brothers or sisters?’ asked the little girl.

‘I have a brother, his name is Mateo, he’s four. But I’m going to have another one in November.’

‘There are five of us,’ the boy said, ‘Clara is the youngest.’

‘And you’re the second youngest, Álvaro, so there . . .’

Fuensanta served the hot chocolate, it was delicious, and she put two plates in the middle of the table, one with buns, and the other one with freshly made toast. ‘Don’t eat them all,’ she warned. ‘Your brothers will be home soon and they’ll be starving after the match . . .’ When she couldn’t eat any more, Raquel tilted her chair back and to her surprise, almost against her will, she experienced a moment of genuine contentment, as though the taste of the chocolate and the sweet buns had banished the feeling of being trapped in enemy territory.

‘I have a train set,’ the boy told her, ‘I’ll show you if you like.’ They trooped out into the corridor, the boy leading the way, Raquel in the middle and the little girl behind, and headed to a bright, spacious room with two balconies that overlooked the street. There was a pile of toys in the middle of the floor and a door on either side.

‘Is this your room?’

‘No, this is the playroom. I sleep in there,’ he pointed to the door on the left, ‘with my brothers, and the girls sleep in the room opposite.’

‘Do you want me to show you my dolls?’ said Clara. ‘I have lots of dolls.’

‘No, she doesn’t want to see your dolls.’ Álvaro spoke to her with the contempt of an older brother. ‘She wants to see my train set. Look . . .’

The train set was laid out on a board between the two balconies, and it was beautiful, because it had a bridge and a tunnel and a  train station with tiny little people standing on the platform and others sitting on benches; there were even little mountains and a town in the background. The set had two engines, an old, black train that pulled three wagons full of coal, and a newer one painted in bright colours, hitched to a long line of passenger carriages.

‘It’s not your train set, Álvaro, it belongs to the three of you.’ The little girl came over to Raquel carrying two almost identical dolls wearing identical clothes in different colours. She held them out as though she wanted Raquel to pick one. ‘Look, they’re twins. Aren’t they pretty? Here, you take one . . .’

The trains had started up and were chugging along in opposite directions, accelerating as they went, when a chorus of male voices erupted in the hall singing a victory song. ‘Hemos Ganao! Hemos Ganao! el equipo colorao!’


‘Papá!’ the two children cried out as a tall, plump, dark-skinned man - not young, but with the athletic build of a much younger man - came into the room preceded by a lanky blond boy and another boy who looked a lot like the first but was older.

‘Three - nil!’

The father shouted the result, holding up three fingers of his left hand and making a zero with the thumb and index finger of his right to illustrate the score, then he scooped his two younger children into his arms and tickled them and they tickled him until all three of them collapsed on to the floor in a ball of arms and legs, barely stopping to catch their breath.

‘And I haven’t even told you the best bit. Julio scored two goals, he was great, wasn’t he, Rafa?’ And then, with Álvaro still hanging on to his neck and Clara still clinging to his feet, he turned and stared at Raquel. ‘And who might you be?’

‘She’s our cousin,’ the little girl said, ‘her name is Raquel.’

He burst out laughing, kissed his daughter, and smiled at his pretend niece, and it was then that she realised that, aside from her blonde hair and her caramel-coloured eyes, the reason Clara was so pretty was that she had her father’s smile.

‘We’ll see, we’ll see . . .’

As she watched him crawl towards her on all fours, with his dark eyes, his brilliant white teeth and an expression on his face like that of an overexcited child, Raquel instinctively felt that she liked this man and did not wonder why he radiated warmth and confidence, and something more, a feeling of closeness, of intimacy,  as though she had always known him and could trust him.

‘Tell me something . . .’ He knelt beside her and talked to her gently, his voice seductive and soothing, as though no one else could hear them. ‘Do you like lollipops?’

‘Yes.’ Raquel smiled without knowing why.

‘Are you sure?’ He held out his empty hand, closed it and brought it up close to her face. Suddenly he looked amazed. ‘You must really like them, because you’ve got one in your ear . . .’

Raquel stared at him, open mouthed, as though hypnotised. She heard a burst of nervous applause and laughing from the audience before she felt his fingers stroke her jaw.

‘Look.’ He held up a lollipop wrapped in orange paper. ‘Take it, it’s yours. I found it in your ear.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, grinning.

‘But maybe you prefer strawberry lollipops. Let me have a look in your other ear . . .’ He performed the same operation with his other hand and found another lollipop, this one wrapped in bright pink paper. ‘Wow, you’re lucky! You’ve got lollipops growing out of your ears!’

Without thinking about what she was doing, Raquel threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek, and he hugged her back, and for a moment it was as though they had always lived together, as though she were another daughter for this father who went to cheer on his children at football games, who let his children tickle him and rolled on the floor with them, and pulled sweets out of their ears.

‘Julio . . .’ The voice of the blonde lady came from the doorway, breaking the spell. ‘Julio, we have a visitor.’

‘I can see that,’ he said, laughing, ‘I’ve just been introduced to my niece.’

‘Well, yes, it’s just . . . this is the granddaughter of Ignacio Fernández, you know, my mother’s cousin. He’s waiting for you in the study.’

The man closed his eyes for a second and then opened them again, studying Raquel’s face; he smiled at her, but it was not a smile of pleasure or affection. He slowly got to his feet, patted down his clothes and left the room without looking back.

‘Papá! Papá! Don’t go!’ Alvaro called to him. ‘I’ve got both of the trains working at the same time, you have to see . . .’

‘In a minute, hijo. I’ll be right back.’

But Raquel did not see him again. It was the blonde lady who came to fetch her. Raquel was bored of looking at the trains and was now playing with Clara and her twins. ‘I’ll be their mummy and you can be their auntie, OK?’ the girl said as she showed Raquel her impressive collection of accessories, the twin-size cot and the pram and the highchair and the wardrobe, and a bathtub big enough to fit both dolls. By now they had bathed them, put them to bed, woken them up, and fed them.

‘It’s time to go, Raquel, you grandfather is waiting,’ the blonde lady said, as pale and nervous as before.

‘Oh, no, Mamá! Please!’ Clara protested. ‘We’re having a great time!’

And this strange woman hugged her daughter, held her close and kissed her once or twice, but she didn’t say anything. Then, she took Raquel’s hand and they went back the way they had come earlier, through the bare, bright corridor and into the corridor full of paintings to the entrance hall, where Ignacio Fernández, very tall and very stiff, very alone, stood waiting by the door for his granddaughter. Clara followed them all the way, whimpering and begging to be allowed to play a little longer, something Raquel knew would not happen, because the highly strung movie star was walking faster and faster, and because she turned around twice and told her daughter to shut up, screaming the second time, before they entered the hall.

‘Raquel . . .’

Her grandfather called out her name, and at that moment she realised she was still clutching one of the dolls, the red-headed one in the green dress, and she froze, not knowing what to do, her right hand stretched towards her grandfather, her other stretched back towards Clara, who was already running to get her doll when her mother stopped her with a gesture that was intended to look like a hug.

‘You can keep it if you like.’

‘No!’ Her daughter tried to wriggle from her grasp but the woman held her tighter.

‘Of course she can,’ the woman said, and forced herself to smile. ‘It’s a present.’

‘But Mamá, they’re twins!’ The little girl looked up into her mother’s eyes and started to cry, genuine tears this time. ‘You don’t understand . . .’
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