



[image: Cover Image]









Lord of All the Dead


Javier Cercas


Translated from the Spanish by


Anne McLean


[image: image]







First published in the Spanish language as El monarca de las sombras by Javier Cercas
Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial, S. A. U., in 2017


First published in Great Britain in 2019 as


A Bill Swainson Book


by


MacLehose Press


An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd


Carmelite House
 

50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2017, Javier Cercas


English translation copyright © 2019, Anne McLean


The moral right of Javier Cercas to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Anne McLean asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN (Ebook) 978 0 85705 834 8


www.maclehosepress.com




Other books by Javier Cercas


Soldiers of Salamis


The Tenant & The Motive


The Speed of Light


The Anatomy of a Moment


Outlaws


The Impostor


[image: image]


The Blind Spot: An Essay on the Novel




For Raül Cercas and Mercè Mas


For Blanca Mena




 


Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.


How sweet and honourable it is to die for one’s country.


HORACE, Odes, III. 2. 13




1


His name was Manuel Mena and he died at the age of nineteen in the Battle of the Ebro. It was September 21, 1938, towards the end of the Spanish Civil War, in a Catalan village called Bot. He was an enthusiastic supporter of Franco, or at least an enthusiastic Falangist, or at least he was at the beginning of the war: that was when he enlisted in the Third Bandera of the Cáceres Falange, and the following year, having recently attained the rank of provisional second lieutenant, he was posted to the First Tabor of Ifni Riflemen, a shock unit belonging to the Corps of Regulars. Twelve months later he died in combat, and for years he was the official hero of my family.


He was my mother’s uncle on her father’s side, and she has told me his story countless times since I was a boy, or rather his story and his legend, so often that even before I was a writer I thought I would have to write a book about him one day. I discarded the idea as soon as I became a writer; the reason is that I felt that Manuel Mena was the exact paradigm of my family’s most onerous legacy, and telling his story would not only mean taking on his political past but also the political past of my whole family, which was the past that most embarrassed me; I did not want to take that on, I did not see any need to, and much less to discuss it at length in a book: it was enough to have to learn to live with it. Besides, I wouldn’t have even known how to start telling that story: should I have stuck strictly to reality, to the truth of events, supposing that such a thing were possible and that the passing of time had not opened impossible-to-fill gaps in Manuel Mena’s story? Should I have mixed reality and fiction, to plug up the holes inevitably left by the former? Or should I have invented a fiction out of reality, even though everyone might believe it was true, or in order for everyone to believe it was true? I had no idea, and my ignorance of the form seemed to be an endorsement of my decision on the content: I should not write the story of Manuel Mena.


A few years ago, however, that old refusal seemed to enter into a crisis. By then my youth was far behind me; I was married and had a son; my family was not going through a great time: my father had died after a long illness and, after five decades of marriage, my mother was still having difficulty adjusting to the thankless stage of widowhood. My father’s death had accentuated my mother’s natural propensity to melodramatic, resigned and catastrophic fatalism (“Oh, son,” was one of her most well-worn maxims, “may God not send quite as many sorrows as we’re able to bear”), and one morning a car struck her on a zebra crossing; the accident was not particularly serious but my mother got a bad scare and found herself forced to remain seated in an armchair for several weeks with her body covered in bruises. My sisters and I urged her to leave the house, took her out for meals and excursions and took her to her parish church for Mass. I won’t forget the first time I went with her. We had walked the hundred metres between her house and the Sant Salvador parish church and, when we were about to cross the street at the zebra crossing, she squeezed my arm.


“Son,” she whispered, “blessed are those who believe in zebra crossings, for they shall see God. I was just about to.”


During that convalescence I visited more frequently than usual; I often even stayed overnight, with my wife and son. The three of us would arrive on Friday afternoon and stay until Sunday evening, when we went back to Barcelona. During the day we talked or read, and in the evening we watched films or television programmes, especially “Big Brother”, a reality show my mother and I loved. Of course, we talked about Ibahernando, the village in Extremadura from which my parents had moved to Catalonia in the Sixties, as so many people from Extremadura did in those years. I say “of course” and I understand I have to explain why I say that; it’s easy: because there is no event as significant in my mother’s life as emigration. I say there is no event as significant in my mother’s life as emigration and I understand I should also explain why I say that; this is not so easy. Twenty years ago I tried to explain it to a friend by saying that overnight my mother went from being the privileged daughter of a patrician family in small-town Extremadura, where she was everything, to being not much more than a proletarian or a little less than a petit-bourgeois housewife overwhelmed with children in a Catalan city, where she was nobody. As soon as I had formulated it, the answer struck me as valid but insufficient, so I wrote an article called “The Innocents”, which still seems the best explanation I know how to give of this matter; it was published on December 28, 1999, Feast Day of the Innocents and thirty-third anniversary of the date my mother arrived in Gerona. It goes like this:




The first time I saw Gerona was on a map. My mother, who was very young then, pointed to a far away spot on a paper and said that was where my father was. A few months later we packed our bags. There was a very long trip, and at the end a rustic, crumbling station, surrounded by sad buildings wrapped in a mortuary light and mistreated by the pitiless December rain. My father, who was waiting for us there, took us out for breakfast and told us that in that impossible city they spoke a language different from ours, and he taught me the first sentence I ever spoke in Catalan: “M’agrada molt anar al col·legi (I really like going to school).” Then we all piled into my father’s Citroën 2CV and, as we drove to our new home through the hostile desolation of that foreign city, I am sure that my mother thought and did not say a  phrase she thought and said every time the anniversary of the day we packed our bags came around: “¡Menuda Inocentada! (What a dirty trick!)” It was the Feast Day of the Innocents, Holy Fools’ Day, and she must have felt like a practical joke had been played on her, thirty-three years ago.


The Tartar Steppe is an extraordinary novel by Dino Buzzati. It is a slightly Kafkaesque fable in which a young lieutenant called Giovanni Drogo is posted to a remote fortress besieged by the steppe and the Tartars who inhabit it. Thirsting for glory and battles, Drogo waits in vain for the arrival of the Tartars, and his whole life is spent waiting. I’ve often thought that this hopeless fable is an emblem of the fates of many of those who packed their bags. As many did, my mother spent her youth waiting to go home, which always seemed imminent. Thirty-three years went by like that. As for others among those who packed their bags, things weren’t so bad for her: after all, my father had a salary and a fairly secure job, which was much more than many had. I think that my mother, all the same, never accepted her new life and, shielded by her all-consuming work of raising a large family, lived in Gerona doing as much as possible not to notice that she lived in Gerona, rather than in the place where she’d packed her bags. That impossible illusion lasted until a few years ago. By then things had changed enormously: Gerona was a cheerful and prosperous city, and its station a modern building with very white walls and immense windows; apart from that, some of my mother’s grandchildren barely understood her language. One day, when none of her children lived at home anymore and she could no longer protect herself from reality behind her all-consuming work as a housewife, nor evade the evidence that, twenty-five years later, she was still living in a city that even now was foreign to her, she was diagnosed with depression, and for two years all she did was stare dry-eyed and silently at nothing. Perhaps she was also thinking, thinking of her lost youth and, like Lieutenant Drogo and like many of those who packed their bags, of her life used up in futile expectation and perhaps also – she, who has not read Kafka – that all this was a huge misunderstanding and that this misunderstanding was going to kill her. But it didn’t kill her, and one day when she was beginning to emerge from the pit of the years of depression and was going to see the doctor with her husband, a gentleman opened a door and held it for her saying “Endavant”, which means “after you” in Catalan. My mother said: “To the doctor.” Because my mother had understood “¿Adónde van?”, “where are you going” in Spanish. My father says that at that moment he remembered the first sentence that, more than twenty-five years earlier, he had taught me to say in Catalan, and also that he suddenly understood my mother, because he understood that she had spent twenty-five years living in Gerona as if she were still living in the place where she had packed our bags.
 

At the end of The Tartar Steppe the Tartars arrive, but illness and old age prevent Drogo from satisfying his long-postponed dream of confronting them, far from the combat and the glory, alone and anonymous in the dingy room of an inn, Drogo feels the end approaching and understands that this is the real battle, which he had always been waiting for unwittingly; then he sits up a little and straightens his military jacket a little, to face death like a brave man. I don’t know if those who pack their bags ever go home again; I fear not, among other reasons because they will have understood that return is impossible. I don’t know either whether they sometimes think that life has passed them by as they waited, or that this has all been a terrible misunderstanding, or that they’ve been deceived or, worse, that someone has deceived them. I don’t know. What I do know is that in a few hours, as soon as she gets up, my mother will think and maybe say the same phrase she’s been repeating for thirty-three years on this same day: “¡Menuda Inocentada!”





That’s how my article ended. More than a decade after it was published my mother still hadn’t left Ibahernando even though she was still living in Gerona, so it is logical that our foremost pastime during the visits we paid her to alleviate her convalescence consisted of talking about Ibahernando: more unexpected was that on one occasion our three foremost pastimes converged into one and the same. It happened one night when we all watched “L’Avventura”, an old Michelangelo Antonioni film. The film is about a group of friends on a yacht trip, during which one of them goes missing; at first everyone searches for her, but they soon forget about her and the excursion goes on as if nothing had happened. The static density of the film quickly defeated my son, who went to bed, and my wife, who fell asleep in her chair in front of the television; my mother, however, outlasted the almost two and a half hours of black and white images and dialogues in Italian with Spanish subtitles. Surprised by her endurance, when the film ended I asked her what she’d thought of what she’d just seen.


“It’s the film I’ve most enjoyed in my whole life,” she said.


If it had been anyone else, I might have thought it was a sarcastic answer; but my mother does not do sarcasm, so I thought the lack of incidents and endless silences of “Big Brother” had trained her perfectly to enjoy the endless silences and lack of incidents of Antonioni’s film. What I thought was that, accustomed to the slowness of “Big Brother”, “L’Avventura” had seemed as frenetic as an action movie. My mother must have noticed my astonishment, because she hurried to try to dispel it; her clarification did not entirely belie my conjecture.


“Of course, Javi,” she explained, pointing to the television. “What happened in that film is what always happens: someone dies and the next day nobody remembers him. That’s what happened to my uncle Manolo.”


Her uncle Manolo was Manuel Mena. That very night we talked about him again, and the following weekends we barely changed the subject. As long as I can remember I’ve heard my mother talk about Manuel Mena, but only during those days did I come to understand two things. The first is that Manuel Mena had been much more than an uncle for her. According to what she told me then, during her childhood she had lived with him in her grandmother’s house, a few metres from the house of her parents, who’d sent her there because their first- and second-born daughters had died of meningitis and they harboured a reasonable fear that the third would catch the same illness. It seems my mother had been very happy in that big, bustling widow’s house belonging to her grandmother Carolina, accompanied by her cousin Alejandro and spoiled by a boisterous army of bachelor uncles. None of them spoiled her as much as Manuel Mena; for my mother, none could compare to him: he was the youngest, the most cheerful, the liveliest, the one who always brought her gifts, the one who made her laugh most and the one who played with her most often. She called him Uncle Manolo; he called her Blanquita. My mother adored him, so his death represented a devastating blow to her. I have never seen my mother cry; never: not even during her two years of depression, not even when my father died. My mother, simply, does not cry. My sisters and I have speculated a lot about the reasons for this anomaly, until one of those nights after her accident, while she was telling me for the umpteenth time about the arrival of Manuel Mena’s body in the village and she remembered she’d spent hours and hours crying, I thought I found the explanation: I thought that we all have a reserve of tears and on that day hers ran out, and since then she simply had no tears left to shed. Manuel Mena, in short, was not just my mother’s uncle: he was like an older brother to her; he was also her first death.


The second thing I understood in those days was something even more important than the first. As a boy I didn’t understand why my mother talked to me so much about Manuel Mena; as a youth I thought, secretly horrified and ashamed, that she did so because Manuel Mena had been a Francoist, or at least a Falangist, and during Franco’s regime my family had been Francoists, or had at least accepted Francoism with the same uncritical meekness with which most of the country accepted it; as an adult I’ve understood that this explanation is trivial, but only during those nocturnal conversations with my convalescing mother did I manage to decode the exact nature of that triviality. What I understood then was that Manuel Mena’s death had been seared into my mother’s imagination in childhood as what the ancient Greeks called kalos thanatos: a beautiful death. It was, for the ancient Greeks, the perfect death, the death of a pure and noble young man who, like Achilles in The Iliad, demonstrates his nobility and purity by risking his life for all or nothing while he fights in the front line for values greater than himself or that he feels are greater than himself, and falls in combat and leaves behind the world of the living in the fullness of his beauty and his vigour and escapes the usury of time and does not find out about the decrepitude that ruins men; this eminent young man, who renounces worldly values and his own life for an ideal, constitutes the Greeks’ heroic paragon and reaches the apogee of their ethics and the only form of immortality possible in that world without God, which consists of living for ever in the precarious and volatile memory of humanity, as happens to Achilles. For the ancient Greeks, kalos thanatos was the perfect death, which is the culmination of a perfect life; for my mother, Manuel Mena was Achilles.


That double discovery was a revelation, and for several weeks a suspicion worried me: perhaps I had been wrong to refuse to write about Manuel Mena. Of course, I still thought more or less what I’d always thought about his story, but I wondered if the fact that it was a shameful story for me was reason enough not to tell it and to continue to keep it hidden; at the same time I told myself I still had time to tell it, but that, if I really wanted to tell it, I should get down to work immediately, because I was sure that there would be barely a trace of documentary evidence of Manuel Mena in archives and libraries and that, seventy-odd years after his death, he would be little more than the shreds of a legend in the eroded memories of a diminishing handful of elderly people. Anyway, I also understood that if my mother understood Antonioni so well, or Antonioni’s film, it was not only because the aphasic slowness of “Big Brother” had prepared her for it, but that, even though she still inhabited a world with God (a world that had already been extinguished and that Manuel Mena had thought he was fighting to defend), as a girl she had been perplexed to learn and had suffered as an outrage the fact that precarious and volatile human memory spurned her uncle, unlike its treatment of Achilles. Because the truth is that oblivion had begun its demolition job immediately after Manuel Mena’s death. In her own house a dense and incomprehensible silence, or one that my mother as a girl judged incomprehensible, fell over him. Nobody investigated the circumstances or precise causes of his death and everyone made do with the hazy version of it given by his orderly (a man who accompanied his body to the village and stayed for a few days in his mother’s house), nobody was interested in speaking with his fellow officers or the commanders who had fought at his side, nobody wanted to investigate the vicissitudes of his war, which fronts he’d fought on or the unit he’d belonged to, nobody bothered to visit Bot, that distant Catalan village where he’d died and which I’d always thought was called Bos or Boj or Boh, because, since Spanish has no words that end in -t, that’s how my mother always pronounced it. A few months after Manuel Mena’s death, in short, his name was already almost never mentioned in the family, or only mentioned when there was no way not to mention it, and, a few years after his death, his mother and his sisters destroyed all his papers, mementos and belongings.


All except for one photograph (or at least that’s what I always thought): a military portrait of Manuel Mena. After his funeral, the family made seven enlarged copies; one of them presided over his mother’s dining room until her death; the other six were distributed among his six siblings. That relic vaguely unsettled the summers of my cold immigrant childhood, when we returned in the holidays to the warmth of the village. Happy to leave behind for a few months the inclemency and confusion of exile and recover my cosy status as the progeny of one of the patrician families of Ibahernando, I settled into my maternal grandparents’ house and saw the portrait of the dead man hanging on the unprivileged wall of a dressing room where trunks full of clothing and shelves full of books accumulated; and it unsettled my adolescence and youth even more, when my grandparents died and the uninhabited house was closed up all year and only opened when my parents and my sisters returned in the summers and I tried to get used to the cold of the outdoors and the confusion of the uprooting and tried to emancipate myself from the false warmth of the village by visiting it as little as possible, keeping myself as far apart from that house and that family and that ominous portrait that watched over the room full of trunks alone in the winter, afflicted by a vague shame or guilt the roots of which I preferred not to investigate, the shame of my theoretical hereditary condition of village patrician, the shame of my family’s political origins and actions during the war and Franco’s regime (unknown to me or almost unknown), the diffuse, parallel and complementary shame of being tied by an unbreakable bond to that lost and needy little one-horse town that wouldn’t quite disappear. But most of all Manuel Mena’s portrait has unsettled me in maturity, when I haven’t stopped feeling ashamed of my origins and my inheritance but have in part resigned myself to them, have in part accepted being who I am and coming from where I come from and having the bonds I have, have grown accustomed for better or worse to the rootlessness and to being out in the open and to feeling unsettled, and have understood that my patrician condition was illusory and have often returned to the village with my wife and son and my parents (never or almost never with friends, never or almost never with people outside the family) and have stayed in that house that’s crumbling away where Manuel Mena’s portrait has been collecting dust in silence for more than seventy years, converted into the perfect, mournful and violent symbol of all the errors and responsibilities and guilt and shame and misery and death and defeats and fright and filth and tears and sacrifice and passion and dishonour of my ancestors.


Now I have it in front of me, in my office in Barcelona. I don’t remember when I brought it back from Ibahernando; in any case, it was years after my mother recovered from her accident and I made a resolution about Manuel Mena’s story. The resolution was that I would not write it. The resolution was that I would write other stories, but as I wrote them I would gather information about Manuel Mena, even if it was just between one book and the next or in my spare time, before all traces of his brief life vanished completely and disappeared from the precarious and worn-out memories of those who had known him or from the volatile order of archives and libraries. In this way Manuel Mena’s story or what was left of Manuel Mena’s story would not be lost and I could tell it if I one day got the urge to tell it or felt able to tell it, or I could give it to another writer so they could tell it, supposing some other writer might want to tell it, or I could simply not tell it, turn it forever into a void, a hole, into one of the thousands and thousands of stories that will never be told, perhaps into one of those projects that some writers are always expecting to write and never write because they don’t want to take on the burden or because they fear they’ll never be equal to the task and prefer to leave them in the state of mere possibility, converted into their radiant, never-written masterpiece, radiant and masterful precisely because it will never be written.


That was the decision I made: not to write Manuel Mena’s story, to continue not writing Manuel Mena’s story. As for his portrait, since I brought it to my office I haven’t stopped gazing at it. It is a studio portrait, taken in Zaragoza: the city’s name appears in the bottom right corner, in white, almost illegible letters; time has deposited stains and scrapes on the paper, has cracked its edges. I don’t know the exact date it was taken, but there is a clue on Manuel Mena’s uniform that lets me fix an approximate date. On the left-hand side of his jacket our man displays, sure enough, a Suffering for the Nation Medal – the equivalent of an American Purple Heart – and above it a ribbon with two stripes; both decorations mean that, at the moment the photograph was taken, Manuel Mena had been wounded in combat twice by enemy fire, which could not have happened before the spring of 1938, when he had gone into combat only once with the First Tabor of Ifni Riflemen, but also no later than the middle of the summer, when the Battle of the Ebro broke out and he barely returned to the rearguard again. The portrait must have been taken, therefore, between the spring and early summer of 1938, during Manuel Mena’s second or third stay in Zaragoza or in the vicinity of Zaragoza. At that time he was about to turn or had just turned nineteen, and in a few months he would die. In the photograph, Manuel Mena wears the dress uniform of the Ifni Riflemen, with his tilted white-and-black peaked cap and his immaculate white jacket with gold buttons and black chevrons, on each of which shines a second lieutenant’s star. The third star is on his cap; immediately above it, on the white background, is the insignia of the infantry: a sword and an arquebus crossed over a bugle. The insignia is repeated on the lapels of the jacket. Under the right lapel, blurrier, part of it almost invisible, the insignia of the Ifni Rifle Company can be distinguished, an Arabic crescent moon on which can be read or intuited, in capital letters, the word IFNI, and in the semicircle of which fits a five-pointed star with two crossed guns. Under the left lapel, the Suffering for the Nation Medal and the ribbon with two stripes stand out against the white cloth of the military jacket. The top two buttons of the jacket are left undone, as is the right breast pocket; this deliberate carelessness allows a better view of the white shirt and black tie, both similarly spotless. It is striking how thin he is; in fact, his body seems unable to fill out his uniform: it is the body of a child in the clothing of an adult. The position of his right arm is also striking, with his forearm crossed in front of his abdomen and his hand clutching the inside of his left elbow, in a gesture that does not seem natural but dictated by the photographer (we might also imagine the photographer suggesting the jaunty angle of the peaked cap, which casts a shadow over Manuel Mena’s right eyebrow). But what is most striking is the face. It is, unmistakeably, a childish face, or at most adolescent, with his new-born complexion, without a single wrinkle or any trace of whiskers, his tenuous brows and his virgin, half-open lips, between which peek out teeth as white as his jacket. He has a straight and slender nose, his neck is also slender and his ears stick quite far out from his head. As for his eyes, the black-and-white photography has robbed them of their colour; my mother remembers them as green; they do look light. They are not looking at the camera, in any case, but to his right, and they don’t seem to be looking at anyone in particular. I have been looking at them for a long time, but I have not managed to see in them any pride or vanity or thoughtlessness or fear or joy or ambition or hope or discouragement or horror or cruelty or compassion or delight or sadness, not even the hidden imminence of death. I have spent a long time looking at them and I am unable to see anything in them. Sometimes I think those eyes are a mirror and the nothing I see in them is me. Sometimes I think the nothing is the war.


[image: image]




2


Manuel Mena was born on April 25, 1919. Back then Ibahernando was a remote, isolated and miserable village in Extremadura, a remote, isolated and miserable region of Spain, over towards the border with Portugal. The name of the place is a contraction of Viva Hernando; Hernando was a Christian knight who in the thirteenth century contributed to conquering the Moors of the city of Trujillo and incorporating it into the possessions of the King of Castile, who presented his vassal with the adjoining lands as payment for services rendered to the crown. Manuel Mena was born there. His whole family was born there, including his niece, Blanca Mena, including Blanca Mena’s son, Javier Cercas. Some maintain that the family arrived in the region with Hernando’s Christians, dragged by the medieval impetus of the Castilian conquest. Maybe so. But it could also be that they arrived earlier, because before the impetuous Christians settled in Ibahernando the pithy Iberians and the reasonable Romans and the barbarous Visigoths and the very civilised Arabs had settled there. The fact might surprise people, because it’s not a gentle land but a bleak plateau of freezing winters and torrid summers, extensive uncultivated land out of the dry surface of which jut craggy stretches like the shells of gigantic buried crustaceans. Whatever the case, if the family did settle in the village with Hernando and his Christians, the impetus or desperation that brought them that far must have soon extinguished, because not a single one of its members carried on with the Castilian monarchs in the invasion of the rest of the Iberian peninsula, or with the conquistadors in search of the gold and women of the Americas, and all remained in the vicinity, as still as holm oaks, putting down roots so powerful that in spite of the mid-twentieth-century diaspora, which practically emptied the village, few have been able to pull them up entirely.


Manuel Mena could not even try to. At the moment of his arrival on earth, Ibahernando was further from the twentieth century than it was from the Middle Ages; to put it a better way: it’s possible that it hadn’t entirely emerged from the Middle Ages. Back then, after the expulsion of the Muslims by the Christians, the village formed part of the crown land of Trujillo, which was accountable directly to the King, but all its lands were in the hands of noblemen with the power of life and death over their serfs, whom they kept in a state of semi-slavery. Eight centuries later, at the beginning of the twentieth, things had barely changed. The country had not heard of the Renaissance or the Enlightenment or the liberal revolutions (or had only half-heard of them), the region did not know the meaning of industry or what the bourgeoisie was and, although in the middle of the nineteenth century Trujillo was no longer crown land and Ibahernando had emancipated itself from the auspices of the distinguished city and established itself as a humble independent municipality, most of its territory continued to be in the hands of aristocrats with bombastic names who lived in Madrid and who nobody had ever seen round those parts – the Marquis of Santa Marta, the Count of La Oliva, the Marquis of Campo Real, the Marchioness of San Juan de Piedras Albas – while the inhabitants of the village starved to death trying to produce wheat, barley and rye from those thankless, stony fields, and grazing with great difficulty flocks of scraggy sheep, swine and cattle, which they sold for low prices in the nearby markets.


But the fact that the conditions of medieval servitude had barely changed since antiquity for the inhabitants of Ibahernando doesn’t mean that they hadn’t changed at all or weren’t starting to change, at least in part or for some. Still in the middle of the nineteenth century, a renowned geographical dictionary written by a renowned Spanish liberal contained a disconsolate portrait of the village; according to him, Ibahernando was an inclement corner reached by neither the highway nor the postal service and where one thousand two hundred and five souls were crammed into a hundred and eighty-nine lamentable houses, with a primary school, a parish church, a public fountain and a municipal government so poor it could not attend to even the most basic and urgent needs of its residents. Only a few years on from that description, at the end of the nineteenth century or beginning of the twentieth, the Spanish liberal’s portrait would still have been an accurate etching of that dark part of Spain, but perhaps it might have been a little different. By that time, just before the birth of Manuel Mena, some enterprising agricultural labourers were inspired to rent the lands of the absent aristocrats. The arrangement supposed a fragile and unequal alliance between aristocrats and labourers or, to be specific, between some aristocrats and some labourers; it also supposed a small mutation that had various entwined consequences. The first is that the enterprising labourers began to prosper, first thanks to the profits from their exploitation of the rented lands and later thanks to the profits from the exploitation of the small farms they began to acquire thanks to the profits from the exploitation of the rented lands. The second consequence is that those labourers with land turned into foremen or delegates of the interests of the aristocrats and began to relegate their own interests and to confuse them with those of the aristocrats, some even began to want to look at themselves from a distance in the unreachable mirror of patrician customs and ways of life and to think that, at least in the village, they could become patricians. The third consequence is that the labourers with land began to give work to the landless labourers and the landless labourers began to depend on the labourers with land and to consider them rich or as the patricians of the village. The fourth and final consequence – the most important – is that the village began to incubate a fantasy of basic inequality according to which, while the landless labourers had not stopped being poor or being serfs, the labourers with land had turned into rich patricians, or were on their way to doing so.


It was pure fiction. The reality was that the landless labourers were still poor although less and less so, and that, although there were more and more of them, the labourers with land were not rich: it was simply that some of them were no longer poor, or they were at least beginning to emerge from centuries of poverty; the reality is that, no matter that all of them believed what they believed, the labourers with land were not patricians and were still serfs, but the landless labourers could turn into or were already turning into serfs of serfs. In short: until then the interests of the villagers had been essentially identical, because they were all serfs and they all knew they were; from then on, however, the artificial mirage began to take over that in the village there were serfs and patricians, and the interests of its inhabitants began to diverge, artificially.


*


Manuel Mena had been born into a family that was part of this ascendant minority of illusory patricians and real serfs that began to prosper at the beginning of the twentieth century in Ibahernando. It wasn’t the richest of those families, or the poorest. Manuel Mena’s father was called Alejandro and, like almost everybody in the village, he earned his living working in the fields: he ran the only farm the family possessed, a few hectares of unirrigated land known as Valdelaguna where he grew cereal crops and raised sheep and cattle; Manuel Mena’s mother was called Carolina and she ran a tobacco shop. They had seven children. They could not allow themselves even the tiniest luxury, but they did not go hungry. A few years after Manuel Mena’s birth, his father died, and his three older brothers – Juan, Antonio and Andrés – took over running Valdelaguna. Almost nothing is known about this initial stage of his life; most of what happened in it has been lost with the memories of those who knew him, and what remains is barely an imprecise legend out of which we can only rescue for real history a general image of his character and two concrete anecdotes. The image is clear, unanimous and confirmed; it is also two-sided: on the one hand, the cordial image of a restless, cheerful, extroverted, quick-witted and gleefully irresponsible boy who got along well with his mother and his brothers and sisters and knew how to make friends; on the other, the sharp image of a spoiled youngest son of a big family, with a limitless selfishness, pride verging on arrogance and an unrestrained propensity to explosions of bad temper. As for the two anecdotes, they are both still recalled with improbable exactitude by two almost hundred-year-old women whom Javier Cercas has known since he was a boy without ever knowing they had gone to school with Manuel Mena, and whom he began to frequent when he found out they had. One was his aunt Francisca Alonso, widow of a cousin of his parents; the other, Doña María Arias, was the village teacher for decades.


When Javier Cercas began to visit them, both women still lived in Ibahernando, in two big houses, surrounded by other big houses, which were deserted except in summer; they had been friends for a lifetime and continued to see each other every day. In spite of being two or three years younger than Manuel Mena, for some time, each had shared a desk with him in the best school in the village; both remembered it well. They remembered a damp, frosty, pokey little unlit room in the back of the church where a teacher tried to inculcate a few basic notions of mathematics, history and geography into them. They remembered that those rudiments were enough to satisfy the intellectual needs of children destined to lifetimes of servitude, but not to pass the public exams in the capital, or only enough for them to try and then return to the village with an irreparable burden of failure and discouraging humiliation. They remembered that this educational calamity seemed natural to them, or at least it didn’t feel unusual, because back then Ibahernando was a population of serfs and an illiterate community that in its entire history had barely known the modest pride of being the birthplace of a university graduate. They remembered their teacher, a man with a thorny character called Don Marcelino, who in class parcelled out slaps, pinches and knocks on the head and lacked not only any teacher’s qualification but also the slightest pedagogical vocation, though he did not lack a political one (they remembered he left the school as soon as the recently proclaimed Second Republic offered him the post of secretary of the municipality, around 1932). And they remembered that, in this ragged and unstimulating school, Manuel Mena was a rascal who invested his time in collecting picture cards, tormenting his classmates by singing softly and making a racket while they were trying to work and laughing at the girls or mocking them with offensive gossip.


Thus far the memories of the two elderly ladies converge; from this point on they diverge. Doña María Arias remembered – this is the first of the two anecdotes – that one morning, after a night of torrential rain, Don Marcelino’s students found a huge mud puddle on the way into the school, and that Manuel Mena proposed to take advantage of the mess to organise an engineering game; all the children joined in with the proposal, so during recess the whole class worked together to construct, out of mud and water, a labyrinth of dams, canals and streams outside the door to the building. One of those children was called Antonio Cartagena. He was the illegitimate son of the village doctor and his maid, but in time his father had erased the stigma by marrying the boy’s mother and recognising his son. He was a weak-willed child without any malice; his peers made fun of him by calling him the Dodo. And that morning, once the game was finished and before returning to the tedium of the classroom, Manuel Mena decided to christen the recently constructed mud works one by one, until he arrived at the most successful or most spectacular of them and, amid the whistles and jeers of his classmates, named it the Dodo while Antonio Cartagena watched his humiliation with defenceless whimpering and the trembling lip of a mistreated little boy.


Doña María Arias remembered that first anecdote with the indulgence of a ninety-year-old teacher accustomed to children’s cruelty; Francisca Alonso remembered the second, but she remembered it without indulgence, with the undiminished dismay of a horrified little girl who had witnessed the scene. It happened during an excursion to the countryside. Don Marcelino’s primitive pedagogy barely considered the benefits of contact with nature, and Francisca Alonso remembered her excitement and that of her peers that morning as they gathered at the schoolroom door, impatient to enjoy the novelty and carrying tortillas and sandwiches and canteens that their mothers had prepared at home. The outward route was not far, although when they arrived at their destination they were all hungry and immediately got ready to eat their picnics. That was when it happened. At a certain moment, Francisca Alonso didn’t know how or what about (or perhaps she knew and had forgotten), Manuel Mena and Antonio Cartagena got involved in an argument and were soon punching each other. It was not easy to separate them. When they were finally pried apart, Manuel Mena vented his rage, insulting his classmate by calling him a bastard, reminding him of his shameful past. Antonio Cartagena went back to the village alone crying his eyes out, and the incident left a bitter aftertaste that blighted the excursion.


Manuel Mena couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen when he was the protagonist of that scene. A photograph of Don Marcelino’s students has been preserved from that time; actually, it must be from a little earlier, when girls and boys attended separate classes (Don Marcelino taught the boys, and Doña Paca, his wife, the girls): which explains why neither Francisca Alonso nor Doña María Arias appear in the image; Antonio Cartagena does not appear either, as he did not attend that school then. The one who does appear in the photograph is Manuel Mena. He is just behind and to the right of the only adult in the group, who is Don Marcelino. He is standing up, his silhouette stands out against the tacky cardboard backdrop, which doesn’t manage to cover the stone wall behind it, and is wearing a tight, striped, buttoned-up blazer, a white shirt with a wide collar and a rebellious curl of fine, fair hair on his forehead; it is easy to recognise the features and slimness of the late adolescent or premature adult who appears in the only photograph of him alone that we still have, wearing his Ifni Riflemen second lieutenant’s uniform, and it is possible to discern in his direct gaze and the circumflex shape of his mouth an unpleasant glimpse of the haughtiness of a heartless brat. Apart from Manuel Mena, it is possible to recognise in that image other relatives of Javier Cercas; sitting on the floor at the bottom right, for example, wearing the same blazer and same shirt as Manuel Mena, is his uncle Juan Cercas: Francisca Alonso’s husband.
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