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Part One

Encounter in Barcelona




I

According to what he told me himself, Sergio Cabrera had been in Lisbon for three days when he got the phone call telling him of his father’s accident. The call reached him in the Praça do Império Gardens, a park with wide paved paths where his daughter Amalia, who was then five years old, was trying to tame the rebellious bicycle she’d just been given. Sergio was sitting beside Silvia on a stone bench, but at that moment he had to walk over to the park gates, as if the proximity of another person would prevent him from concentrating on the details of what had happened. Apparently, Fausto Cabrera had been in his apartment in Bogotá, reading the newspaper on the sofa in the living room, when it occurred to him that the door might not be locked properly, and he stood up suddenly and fainted. Nayibe, his second wife, who had followed him to ask him to sit back down and not to worry, the door was locked and bolted, caught Fausto in her arms before he hit the floor. She immediately called their daughter Lina, who was spending a few days in Madrid, and it was Lina who was now giving Sergio the news.

“She says the ambulance is on its way,” she told him. “What should we do?”

“Wait,” Sergio said. “Everything’s going to be alright.”

But he didn’t really believe it. Although Fausto had always enjoyed enviable good health and the strength of someone twenty years younger, it was also true that he’d recently turned ninety-two, and at that age everything is more serious: illnesses are more threatening and accidents more harmful. He was still getting up at five in the morning for his sessions of t’ai chi ch’uan, but with ever dwindling energy, making increasingly noticeable concessions to the erosion of his own body. Since he hadn’t lost a sliver of his lucidity, that irritated him enormously. Living with him, from the little Sergio knew, had become tense and difficult, so nobody had objected when he announced that he was going on a trip to Beijing and Shanghai. It was a three-month visit to places where he’d always been happy, and on which his old students from the Foreign Languages Institute would pay him a series of homages: what could go wrong? Yes, taking such a long trip at such an advanced age might not seem like the most prudent idea, but nobody had ever convinced Fausto Cabrera not to do something he’d already set his mind on. So he went to China, received the homages and came back to Colombia in time to celebrate his birthday. And now, a few weeks after returning from the other side of the world, he’d had a fall in the space between the sofa and the front door of his own home, and was clinging to life.

It was not just any life, it has to be said. Fausto Cabrera was a renowned figure of whom theatre people (but also television and cinema people) spoke with the respect due to pioneers, in spite of being always surrounded by controversy and as many enemies as friends. He’d been the first to use the Stanislavsky method to interpret poems, not just to perform dramatic characters; he had founded experimental theatre schools in Medellín and Bogotá, and once dared to turn the Santamaría bullring into a stage for a Molière play. At the end of the 1940s he made radio programmes that changed the way people understood poetry, and then, when television arrived in Colombia, he was one of the first directors of television drama and one of its most acclaimed actors. Later, in more agitated times, he used his reputation in the dramatic arts as a cover for his engagement in Colombian communism, and that earned him the hatred of many until those years began to be forgotten. Younger generations remembered him mostly for a role he’d played in a film: The Strategy of the Snail, Sergio’s best-known film, and perhaps the one that had brought him the most satisfaction, in which Fausto played Jacinto, a Spanish anarchist who leads a small popular revolution in the heart of Bogotá. He embodied him with such naturalness, and seemed so comfortable in the skin of his character, that Sergio, when talking about his father’s role in the film, usually summed it up this way:

“He was just playing himself.”

Now, coming out of the park with Silvia at his side, walking between the Jerónimos Monastery and the waters of the Tagus, watching Amalia who, up ahead, was struggling with the handlebars of her bicycle, Sergio wondered if he shouldn’t have made more of an effort to visit him more frequently. It wouldn’t have been easy, in any case, since in his own life two things were happening that consumed his time and attention, and barely left him space for other preoccupations. On the one hand, there was a television series; on the other, the attempt to save his marriage. The series told the story of the journalist Jaime Garzón, his friend and accomplice, whose brilliant political satire programmes ended in 1999, the morning he was shot dead by right-wing hit men while waiting for a traffic light to change to green. The marriage, for its part, was going off the rails, and the reasons were not clear to either Sergio or his wife. Silvia was Portuguese and twenty-six years younger than him; they’d met in 2007, in Madrid, and they’d managed to live happily together for several years in Bogotá, until something stopped working the way it should. But what was it? Although they hadn’t figured it out with certainty, separation seemed the best possible option, or the least damaging, and Silvia travelled to Lisbon not as one returning to her country and her language, but as if she were coming home to shelter from a storm.

Sergio endured life without his wife and daughter as well as he could, but was always aware that the separation was doing him more harm than he admitted. Then the opportunity he’d unknowingly been waiting for arrived: the Filmoteca de Catalunya was organizing a retrospective of his films, and the programmers asked Sergio to travel to Barcelona to spend a long weekend with them, from Thursday, October 13 until the following Sunday. There would be the opening, one of those ceremonies with cava and live music, full of handshakes and generous praise, which had always embarrassed his natural shyness but which he’d never refused, because deep down he felt that not even a shyness like his justified ingratitude. And then, for three days, Sergio would attend the showings of his films and speak about them with an interested and educated audience. The occasion was perfect. Sergio decided immediately that he’d take advantage of the invitation to Barcelona to stop over in Lisbon, spend some days with his wife and daughter and mend the family that had come apart, or at least come to understand the reasons for the rupture. The film institute booked his flights in accordance with those requests.

So on October 6, when Sergio arrived in a yellow taxi at Bogotá airport, he already had his connecting flight to Lisbon booked for the next day. He called his father from the departure lounge: never in his life had he left the country without saying goodbye to him over the telephone. “When will you be back?” Fausto asked. “In a couple of weeks, Papá,” Sergio said. “OK, OK,” Fausto said. “We’ll see you when you get home.” “Yes, see you then,” Sergio said, thinking they were both repeating the same phrases they’d said a thousand times on a thousand identical phone calls, and that those simple words weren’t what they used to be: they’d lost value, like coins no longer in circulation. In El Prat Airport one of the assistants in charge of the retrospective was waiting for him, because Sergio had offered to bring in his hand luggage all the material they needed: the hard discs with the films, of course, but also stills from the shoots and even one or two original screenplays that the film institute would show in their display cases. The assistant was a thin and bearded young man, with thick black-framed glasses and a cartoon convict T-shirt, who received the bag with an expression of unshakeable seriousness and then asked Sergio if anyone else was coming with him. “To reserve a double room,” the young man clarified. “If that’s the case.”

“My son is coming,” Sergio said. “His name is Raúl. But they already know at the Filmoteca.”

Sergio had decided some time ago. Silvia would not have been able to accompany him even if the relationship had been good, and not just because of her own work, which she couldn’t be away from, but because Amalia was about to start at a new school. The most natural thing in the world was to invite Raúl, the only child from his previous marriage, who’d just started his last year of secondary school and in every email asked when they would see each other again. That hadn’t happened for two years, since Raúl lived with his mother in Marbella, far from the routes Sergio normally travelled. So he would take a flight on Thursday afternoon, after class, and land in Barcelona just in time to attend the opening and spend almost three whole days with his father, seeing films he’d never seen and watching some that he’d seen before, but this time with the sound and image on a cinema screen. As if these weren’t reasons enough, Raúl had never been to Barcelona, and the idea of showing him the city at the same time as showing him his films struck his father as extremely tempting. That’s what Sergio was thinking when he landed in Lisbon, just before nine that night, and was greeted by Silvia’s face with her luminous smile, which made him feel he was arriving home rather than coming for a visit. Then he realized that Amalia had come to welcome him too; and even though it was too late for her, the little girl had the energy to stretch out her arms and wrap them around his neck, and Sergio understood why this whole detour was worth the effort.

The reunion was so lovely that he didn’t even care that the airline had lost his luggage. Of the three bags Sergio had checked in at Bogotá airport, only one had arrived safe and sound at its destination, and the woman at the yellow counter offered no solution other than returning to the airport on Monday morning. But there was no misunderstanding or incident that could take away Sergio’s happiness at seeing his family. On Saturday, much earlier than his jet lag might have recommended, he let Amalia take him by the hand and show him around the Benfica neighbourhood, which for her consisted of Manuel Ferreira de Andrade Street and its most important shop: the Pastelaria Califa. He bought her favourite croquetes, took her to a friend’s birthday party, listened to her Portuguese songs and tried to sing along with her, and on Sunday, with Silvia as well, they repeated the routine. That night he told Silvia: “I’m glad I came.” And it was true.

The call from his half-sister Lina was like smashing his face against impertinent reality. That morning, he and Silvia had collected the missing suitcases at the airport, and on the way back they bought Amalia a bicycle with a very pink frame, battery-operated lights on the handlebars, a doll-carrier on the back, and a helmet that matched the frame’s dazzling colour; and that was the reason they had gone to the Praça do Império Gardens, across from the Jerónimos Monastery, where they were when he got the call. It was a day of clear skies and the waters of the Tagus sparkled; the stones of the walkways shone so much that Sergio’s eyes hurt, and he had to put his sunglasses on just to walk to the place they’d parked Silvia’s car. But his strides were not the light steps of before; the frivolous happiness of the new bicycle, and the satisfaction he got from the concentrated face of the little girl trying to go in a straight line, had all suddenly gone to shit.

It was seven in the evening when they arrived back at Manuel Ferreira de Andrade Street. In front of number 19, Sergio unloaded the heavy suitcases and dragged them as far as the covered walkway in front of the building, while Silvia drove around the block to find a free parking space. And that was when the phone in his pocket vibrated again and the same number appeared on the screen. The moment he answered, Sergio already knew what Lina’s voice would say to him, he already knew all the words, because there are not so many to say what Lina was going to say. When his wife and daughter arrived he was still there, in the marble-floored walkway, between the green-tiled columns, paralysed even though gusts of air blew in his face, with his phone still in his hand and his forlorn luggage beside him like two lapdogs, feeling in spite of everything that a conjunction of fates had been favourable to him, as he wouldn’t have wanted to receive that news in any other place in the world, or in any other company. He took Silvia’s hand, while letting Amalia ride a little way away on her bicycle, and said:

“He’s dead.”

*

The first thing he did when they got up to the apartment was shut himself in Silvia’s bedroom to call his sister Marianella. They wept together for long telephonic seconds, with no need to say anything, just sharing the terrifying feeling that a whole life – not only that of Fausto Cabrera – had just ended. Marianella was two years younger than Sergio, but, for reasons they’d never tried to explain, that distance had something unreal or arbitrary about it, maybe because features of their personalities compensated for it: the younger sister had always been bolder, more rebellious, more insubordinate, and the older brother seemed to have been born with the vices of over-thinking and hesitancy. But they had lived through so many things together, and such different things from what they should have experienced, that since they were very young they had shared a special loyalty: that of those who know that their life is incomprehensible to others, and that the only way to be happy is to accept it without getting incensed. Sergio tried to alleviate his sister’s sadness from afar, and could think of no better way than to tell her everything he knew about their father’s death. He told her about the sofa where he had been reading the newspaper, about his insistence on checking that the already locked door was bolted, about his fainting into the arms of his wife. He told her that Fausto didn’t even make it into the ambulance, since he had no vital signs when the paramedics arrived. The death certificate had just been signed there in his own living room, and right now they were waiting for the people from the funeral home. That’s what Lina had told him, and she’d finished with a strange sentence, at once cryptic and bombastic:

“He died on his feet, Sergio. Just as he lived.”

It was Monday, October 10, 2016. The opening ceremony at the film institute was planned for Thursday 13, at seven-thirty in the evening. After his call with Marianella, Sergio suddenly found himself doing mental arithmetic, calculating flight times, sitting at the computer, comparing available itineraries between Spain and Colombia. Although the time difference was not in his favour, he realized that it wasn’t impossible, if he hurried, to fly to Bogotá and see his father’s face one last time, speak to Nayibe, embrace Marianella and be back in Barcelona barely a day late, to participate in the rest of the retrospective, watch his films and answer audience questions. But that night, after having dinner with Silvia and Amalia, Sergio lay down on the grey sofa in front of the television without turning it on, and at some point began to feel an emotion he’d never known before. There, in that foreign apartment with wooden floors, was his family, the family that had escaped him once already; as if that weren’t enough, Raúl was expecting him in Barcelona, and suddenly the whole trip had started to feel like the possibility of a second chance. Maybe Sergio was thinking of this when he made the decision that didn’t strike him as strange as it would later seem to him.

“I’m not going to go,” he told Silvia.

He would not travel to Bogotá: he would not attend his father’s funeral. The commitment he’d made to the film institute, he would explain to those needing explanations, did not give him enough time to go and come back again, and he could not disparage the work and money the organizers had put into the tribute. Yes, that was the solution. I’m so sorry, he would say to his father’s wife, and he would not be lying. He had a cordial relationship with her, but never, in so many years of coexistence, had they ever shared anything remotely resembling intimacy. She wouldn’t miss Sergio’s presence; he, for reasons he could find no clear words for, didn’t feel entirely welcome in Bogotá.

“Are you sure?” Silvia said.

“I’m sure,” Sergio said. “I’ve already thought it through. And my place is here with the living, not with the dead.”

*

All the Colombian media covered the death of Fausto Cabrera. By the time Sergio arrived in Barcelona, late on that grey Wednesday morning, the Colombian press was inundated with accounts of his father’s life. Reading the news from those days, it seemed there was no actor in the whole country who had not shared the famous Seki Sano’s acting classes with Fausto, nor had a single fan not been present in the bullring to see The Imaginary Invalid, nor had any colleague not called to congratulate him when he won the Ministry for Culture’s Lifetime Achievement Award. The radio stations discovered old recordings in which Fausto recited poems by José Asunción Silva or León de Greiff, and in some corner of the internet an article resurfaced that Sergio had published several years earlier in the Madrid paper ABC. “A good citizen,” he wrote there, “is not one who spends his life trying to prove his country is the best; it’s the one who tries to make the country that received him great, because this is the best way to honour the one where he was born.” Social media also did what it does: from its sewers emerged anonymous silhouettes and high-sounding pseudonyms – Patriot, Standard Bearer, Great Colombian – reminding people of Fausto Cabrera’s militant history and his relationship with the Maoist guerrillas, and declaring that the only good communist was a dead communist. Sergio’s phone received non-stop calls from unknown or concealed numbers, and his WhatsApp filled with requests or pleas, which he ignored as politely as he could. He knew he couldn’t hide for ever, but for a few hours, the more the better, he wanted to hold onto his own recollection of his father, the memories – good ones and otherwise – that were already beginning to assault him.

The Filmoteca de Catalunya put him up in a luxurious hotel on the Rambla del Raval, one of those places where all the walls are windows and all the lights are coloured, but he had no time to enjoy the room: the organizers took him out immediately for a welcome lunch in a nearby restaurant. Even though they hadn’t said so, Sergio realized that everyone knew what had happened: they had the strained expression of people feeling out the terrain to see how much sympathy to allow, where the legal limit of the smiles was. Before dessert arrived, the director of programming, a friendly man with big eyes and frameless glasses, whose thick eyebrows rose almost affectionately when he talked about cinema, interrupted the conversation to thank Sergio for his presence and tell him how delighted they were to have him in Barcelona, but that he was free to fly back to Colombia if he chose to: the retrospective was already organized, the films were already at the institute, the exhibition had been set up, and if Sergio decided to cancel his participation to be with his family and bury his father, they would understand perfectly. Sergio had by then had time to size him up: Octavi Martí had directed several things for television and cinema, and spoke about the great directors with that intimacy that only those who have truly understood them can pull off. Sometimes it seemed he’d seen all the films in the world, and, sometimes, that he’d written about all of them as a critic. Sergio liked him immediately, but that wasn’t the only reason he answered as he did.

“No, I’m staying,” he said.

“You could go and come back for the closing, if you want. We could have a final cocktail party, you could talk to people then.”

“Thank you,” Sergio said. “But commitments are commitments.”

At the end of the lunch, in the chair to his right, which had been left mysteriously empty when the coffee was served, a young woman appeared with a folder the contents of which – several pages of well-ordered information – she began to explain with the overly patient voice of a teacher. One by one she listed the interviews that the guest of honour would have to give over the following days, a long list of press and radio and television that there, on the white page, was a torrential river that Sergio would have to swim across, as if he were once again undergoing the military training of days gone by. The programme for the retrospective also came out of the folder.


Oct. 13. Everybody Leaves (2015). On-stage discussion and audience questions.

Oct. 14. Time Out (1998). Discussion and Q & A.

Oct. 15. The Strategy of the Snail (1993). Discussion and Q & A.

Oct. 16–19 The Art of Losing (2004), Ilona Arrives With the Rain (1996), A Matter of Honour (1989) and Eagles Don’t Hunt Flies (1994). Films shown without the participation of Sergio Cabrera.



Sergio thought he could have added a few words: Films shown in a world in which my father no longer exists. The idea shook him, because the trace of Fausto Cabrera was present in each of his films, and in many of them he was not a trace, but a flesh and blood presence: the Spanish anarchist, the porter at the sailors’ hotel, the priest presiding over a funeral. Never, since the first short he ever made – an episode of Alexander von Humboldt’s travels in Colombia – had he finished a film without wondering what his father would think of it; never had he wondered what it would be like to see his films in this new orphaned world, or if his films might change when the outside world, the unfilmed world, had changed in such an uncomfortable way: if the stills or the lines of dialogue would be transformed by the disappearance of the person who, in more than one sense, had made them possible. Now, while he was talking through the programme with the young woman, Octavi Martí came over to say something. He had noticed that the first three films, which they’d be showing in Sergio’s presence, formed a sort of reverse chronology: from the latest to the earliest. Had that been on purpose?

“No, but it’s good that way,” Sergio said with a smile. “Looking back, you know? This is going to be a real retrospective, after all.”

After leaving the restaurant he went straight to his room. That Barcelona afternoon was the Colombian morning: the morning of the day of the funeral. He wanted to speak to Marianella, who was feeling very sad. In recent times, after a series of unresolvable arguments, her contact with their father had become marred to the point of ceasing completely. That’s why there was fury in her cry when she answered the phone: because now, after that painful distancing, she would have liked to be part of her father’s death. But no-one had told her of the accident in time, even if just to give her the chance to worry, nor had they invited her to her father’s house, to accompany him in the rituals of death. “They didn’t tell me,” Marianella complained. “They’re saying I abandoned Papá in his last years, that I left him alone in his old age . . . They don’t understand, Sergio, they don’t know anything and they don’t understand anything.” The hidden or never expressed bickering that goes on in all families, the misunderstandings and words not said or said at the wrong time, the false idea we create in our head or heart of the other: that complex network of silences conspired now against serenity, and Marianella, in the midst of her sadness, was telling Sergio that she wasn’t going to attend the funeral either.

“No, that can’t be,” Sergio said. “You’re there, you have to go.”

“And you?” she said. “Why aren’t you here?”

Sergio didn’t know what to tell her. He insisted with vague reasons, and finally got his sister to accept that, their mother having died nine years earlier and with Sergio out of the country, she was the family, she had to represent the family.

That afternoon he had his first interview in the lobby of the hotel. The journalist explained that it would be a special page – the back page of La Vanguardia – and that the format always started with a brief inventory of biographical information, so Sergio found himself filling in a police dossier: he was sixty-six years old, three marriages and four children; he’d been born in Medellín, lived in China and worked in Spain; he was an atheist. He was not surprised that the first question, after that interrogation, was not a question, but condolences: “Sorry to hear about your father.” His own reply, however, took him by surprise, not because not even he expected it, but because as he said it he had the impression of giving away more than he meant to, as if denouncing someone.

“Thanks,” he said. “He died today and I won’t be able to get to his funeral.”

It was a lie, of course, a deliberate forty-eight hour lag, which didn’t matter there, in the strident hotel lobby armchair: it was unlikely the journalist would notice, and if she did, she’d put it down to confusion brought on by grief, that disorientation a person feels when they’ve just lost a loved one. But why? Why had he lied? He wondered if he was belatedly ashamed of his decision not to go to the funeral, as if shame could be a travelling companion that catches up on us after a late start. The journalist wanted to know more about his father, the Republican exile in Colombia, son of a military family that had not supported Franco’s coup, and Sergio kept answering her questions judiciously, but that betrayal of his own emotions continued to trouble him.

“Oh, so he lived here?” the journalist asked. “Here, in Barcelona?”

“Not for long, but yes,” Sergio said.

“And where did he live?”

“That, I don’t know,” Sergio said. “He never told me. I don’t think he remembered.”

He gave two more interviews and then he made his apologies to the film institute: he was tired, he would have dinner on his own and get some sleep. “Good, good,” they said, “tomorrow the serious work begins.” He went up to his room, where the thick glass repelled the din of the groups drinking under the palm trees, and he tried to lie down, close his eyes and rest a little. But he could not. He was thinking about the questions he’d been asked and the replies he’d willingly given, always thinking that talking about cinema was one of the hardest things to do in the world, for words tangled everything up and did nothing but provoke misunderstandings; nevertheless, now he was grateful for that obligation, which distracted him from his grief and kept his sadness at bay. He’d praised Wendy Guerra’s novel, on which he’d based the plot of his latest film, and he’d talked about Time Out, a comedy in which the guerrillas and the police declare a truce so they can watch a football match, and he’d also talked about The Art of Losing and his friendship with the novelist Santiago Gamboa; and a thousand times, as he answered questions about The Strategy of the Snail, he’d had to refer briefly to his father, who went through the Civil War right there in Barcelona, before beginning the years of exile or wandering that would eventually take him to Colombia. But where, in what part of the city had he lived? His father had never told him, or perhaps Sergio had forgotten.

He could not get to sleep: the tiredness, if it had really existed, had evaporated from his eyes. Maybe it was the remains of jet lag, as it hadn’t been five days since he left Colombia, or maybe a current of insomnia was running through his body, but Sergio could not stay in bed. He put on a jacket, because the temperature had suddenly dropped, he looked at the pamphlets in the room and found a few photos he liked, and in a few minutes he was on his way up to the hotel’s rooftop terrace, looking for a seat and settling down to watch the young night, the night falling over the old city that extended from there down to the sea. The sky had cleared and a breeze ruffled the paper napkins. His was a high seat that, placed there in front of a glass table, seemed about to fall down into the street. He didn’t know which arrived first, the waitress with the glass of red wine or the uncomfortable question, but there it was again: if he had to explain why he’d decided not to travel to Bogotá to see his father’s face for the last time, what would he say? To be with Silvia and Amalia, of course; to meet up with his son Raúl here in Barcelona. All well and good, but was that it? Was there not something more?

The city lights shone below, as they began to come on, and to his left, the line of light of the Ramblas summoned his gaze and guided it towards the port, towards the invisible statue of Columbus. In the sky he could see the lights of planes approaching El Prat. He took out his phone – the white light broke the comfortable semi-darkness of the bar and caught the attention of his neighbours – and checked his WhatsApp messages. He counted twenty-seven condolence messages before reaching a line from Silvia: How are you? He answered: Fine. I won’t pretend I’m not thinking about you. I want this to work. And she: It’s important now to think of your father. Are you thinking about him? And he: I’m remembering things, yes. But they were badly formed memories he couldn’t see clearly or that resisted letting themselves be seen, disagreeable memories that burst halfway into the calm night, into this solitude that tomorrow, when Raúl arrived, would be irretrievable. So many conflicts, Sergio wrote. In spite of doing so many things together, in China, with the guerrilla forces, in the cinema, on television, the compendium of memories, no matter how hard I try to sweeten them, is not positive. He looked up: another plane was flying over, but this time it must have been closer, because its noise could be heard in the distance. But I know, and I say it every chance I get, that I am my father’s disciple. I would never have been able to do the things I’ve done had I not grown up in his world. He lowered the phone and looked up at the sky, because the plane was still flying towards the south, towards the airport, or towards the place where Sergio imagined the airport must be. At that moment his phone vibrated (Silvia had answered), but Sergio didn’t look at the screen, because his gaze, which had fixed on the plane or on its tiny lights, had begun taking in the whole city of low structures, and now ran into something else: the silhouette of a mountain, lying on the horizon like a sleeping animal, and above the silhouette, the glowing radiance of the castle. He felt something come undone in his chest, because, although he was sure he’d never been on that rooftop or on any similar one in Barcelona, there had to be some reason for the unpredictable emotion that was coming over him now, as he realized that from there, from the hotel terrace, he could see Montjuic.




II

From the rooftop he could see Montjuic. Fausto, who was then thirteen years old, liked to go up with his brother Mauro to see the sky and the distant sea, and, in the sky, Franco’s planes that flew over the defiant city. The Civil War was many things: it was a priest who, from the belfry of a neighbourhood church, shot at an unarmed crowd, and it was also the hissing of a cat in heat a bomb produces as it falls, and it was also the tremor of the explosion, which you felt in the pit of your stomach like a belly ache. The war, for the two brothers, was hiding under the dining room table while the silhouettes of the enemy Junkers were crossing the blue sky. Later they learned to seek shelter when the sirens sounded, but very soon, when the sirens became routine, they lost the habit: from a certain moment, only Pilón, the family wolfhound, kept hiding in the shelter. Fausto listened to bombs falling elsewhere – near or far, but elsewhere – and then, by asking the adults, found out that the planes were coming from the Balearic Islands, that they were Franco’s, but he received the reassuring news that Barcelona would never fall into the hands of the fascists. Why not? Because his father said so.

His name was Domingo Cabrera. When the war began, he still had an athletic build, but he was also an amateur poet and a guitarist with a good voice and a film star’s face. He was an adventurer: at the age of sixteen he’d packed up his few belongings, tired of the provincial life in the Canary Islands, and had boarded the first ship heading to the Americas. He barely managed to scrape together enough money to be allowed on board, so he had to pay the rest of his passage with the sweat of his brow: and this was more true in his case than in any other, for what he did, to the shock and fascination of the passengers, was reach an agreement with another lad and stage wrestling exhibitions on deck. On that adventurous trip he went to Cuba, worked in the countryside in Argentina and administered an estate in Guatemala, a few kilometres from the city of Antigua. There he met a Spanish colonel, Antonio Díaz Benzo, who had been sent by the king himself to open a military school. And that changed his life.

The colonel was a hero of the Cuban war whose medals would not fit on his dress uniform. Nobody could have predicted what happened: Domingo, the young adventurer, fell in love with Julia, the colonel’s daughter; and what was worse, the colonel’s daughter fell in love with the young adventurer. Julia Díaz Sandino was a Madrid aristocrat, monarchist to the marrow; it was the most improbable relationship in the world until one realized that the monarchist was also a good reader of Spanish poetry, and recited Lope as long as the poem wasn’t obscene, and told the Guatemalans about Rubén Darío as if he were from Madrid. The newlyweds returned to Las Palmas. There, in a house on calle Triana with a view of the sea, in a room with window frames constantly stripped of their paint by the force of the salty sea air, their children were born – Olga, Mauro and Fausto – and there they would have stayed for their whole lives had their lives not taken an unexpected turn.

One night, after putting little Fausto to bed, Julia complained for the first time of a sore throat. They attributed it to the arrival of autumn – she must have caught something, they said – but the pain got stronger as the days went by, and then became almost intolerable. In a matter of weeks, a doctor had diagnosed a very aggressive cancer and given her an honest recommendation: she should travel to the capital because they had discovered a new treatment there.

“And what kind of treatment is it?” Domingo asked.

The doctor replied in his way:

“It is a trigeminal touch,” he said. “Even has a pretty name.”

Times were difficult when they arrived in Madrid. Alfonso XIII’s monarchy had been suffering the siege of the ghosts of the Republic for months, and, although he was managing to keep them at bay, it was obvious to everyone that something in Spain was going to change. Doña Julia was suffering like her king, for in her family the figure of the heroic colonel, defender of the Crown’s territories in the Cuban war, weighed heavily, and she suffered doubly because of what happened to her brother. Felipe Díaz Sandino was one of the great pilots of Spanish aviation. Flight Commander Díaz Sandino, of the Catalan Air Force, was one of those characters who seem to live with their family crest tattooed across their chests, and this family’s contained ominous words: Vive la vida de suerte que viva quede en la muerte. Live life in such a way as to stay alive in death. Julia would have felt proud of him, and would have transmitted this pride to her family if Uncle Felipe, who visited the Cabrera household every other day, didn’t have three flaws: one, he was a committed Republican; two, he was conspiring to overthrow the king; and three, he had convinced Domingo to join the plotters.

One night in 1930, Domingo, who usually came home early to look after his ailing wife, did not show up. Nobody knew where he was, nobody had seen him all day, nobody had heard of anything strange going on. In Madrid there was already an atmosphere of subversion, and in a city like that serious things can happen without anyone finding out about them. So they went to bed – and Fausto would remember later his perfect awareness that his mother was lying when they said that no, nothing was going on, these were adult matters – and he had managed to get a couple of hours’ sleep before he was awakened by rifle butts banging on the door. Three agents of the security forces burst in without removing their hats or holstering their pistols, the way they would burst into a criminal’s house, asking for Felipe Díaz Sandino, kicking open doors and looking under beds. When they were convinced that Uncle Felipe was not there, they asked for the head of the household. Julia looked at each one in turn.

“He’s not here either,” said Doña Julia. “And I don’t know where he might be. And if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you either.”

“Well, tell him as soon as you see him, Señora,” one of the agents said, “that we’re expecting him at the Station.”

“And what if I don’t see him?”

“Of course you’ll see him,” the man said. “Of course you’ll see him.”

She saw him just before dawn. Domingo arrived so quietly that young Fausto was only alerted to his presence by the sound of his mother weeping. The news was not good: the police had followed them, Domingo and Uncle Felipe, and after they’d been hiding for hours, changing houses and slipping into cafés to confuse their pursuers, they’d caught them up. Domingo had managed to elude them, but Felipe was arrested, and now they were accusing him of conspiring against Alfonso XIII and were holding him in a military prison.

“Well, let’s go see him,” Doña Julia said.

“What are you saying?” Domingo reproached her. “You’re ill.”

“Not for this I’m not,” she said. “We’re going right now. And what’s more we’re all going.”

Fausto was six when he visited a prison for the first time. For Olga and Mauro it was a dark and ugly place; for Fausto, however, the prison was sordid and dangerous, and Uncle Felipe was suffering there for being fair and fighting injustice. In reality, it was not like that: it was not a sordid place, and there were no claustrophobic walkways, and Uncle Felipe had not been tortured or mistreated. Prisons for military officers, more so if they were officers with lineage and medals on their chests, were rather comfortable places. But none of that mattered to Fausto: those days in prison turned Uncle Felipe into his hero. The family visited him every week of his captivity, and Fausto embraced Uncle Felipe as if he had just returned from the battlefield. Julia begged her brother: “Tell him that everything’s going to be alright, please, the poor boy can’t sleep. Tell him they’re not torturing you, that they treat you well and you’ll soon be released.” Uncle Felipe went further: “I’ll be out soon, Fausto,” he said, “and when I get out, Spain will be a republic.”

Fausto remembered that conversation later, when he saw people rushing out onto the streets to celebrate. Uncle Felipe carried him on his shoulders around Madrid, holding on to a leg with one hand while waving a tricolour flag with the other, and singing the “Himno de Riego”, the Republican anthem, at the top of his voice while Doña Julia cried in her bedroom and said the world was going to end. For months the conversations round the dinner table were unbearable, since Julia was convinced the family was condemned to hell, and the priest she invited every chance she got backed her up. At the same time, Domingo and Uncle Felipe had formed an alliance that closely resembled a mafia. Thanks to Felipe, Domingo had found part-time work in the Ministry for the Interior, but at night he was another person: secret agent for the Department of Security. Fausto and his brother and sister had received precise instructions not to speak of this job, because – it was explained – the walls had ears.

The afternoon when his father brought him the news, Fausto had spent the morning alone in the house, wandering through the rooms, and at some point found himself in front of the wardrobe where Domingo kept his things. It was a miracle that it was not locked. Fausto was not going to let that opportunity slip by: he found the detective’s badge, he found the gun without its cartridge and took it out of its holster, and was caressing it, imagining dangerous and violent scenes, when his father suddenly opened the door. His face was tangled with emotions and, in a voice Fausto had never heard before, gave him an order that was more like a plea: “Come and say goodbye.” He took him to another bedroom. Fausto found himself with a body in a bed and a face covered with a white bandage that left only a pair of closed eyes uncovered. He kissed the bandage, and would later think that not having touched his mother’s cold face with his lips, far from being a consolation, was a lost opportunity he’d always regret.

*

His mother’s death foreshadowed other disasters. Years later, when the war broke out, Fausto didn’t know if it was better that his mother hadn’t seen it, but he always had the uncomfortable certainty that the war would have been different for him, less terrifying and less lonely, if he could have relied on her. By that stage he had already begun to seek consolation in the books that she had left behind, some of which were falling apart from having been read so often; the pages of others, however, remained uncut. Thus he discovered Becquer (coming apart) and Pedro Salinas (uncut), García Lorca (uncut) and Manuel Reina (coming apart). Domingo did not raise any objections, and began to give him new books every once in a while, for any remedy was good if it could spare his son the pain he was feeling. So Fausto got to know the poems of Las islas invitadas, the book in which Manuel Altolaguirre dedicated a poem to his dead mother. In those verses, which might have been alarming, there was something resembling tranquillity.


I would have preferred

To be an orphan in death,

Than to be missing you

There, in the mystery,

Not here, in what’s known.



Meanwhile, the Cabrera family had become personae non gratae. Uncle Felipe, who had known Franco, who had fought with him in Africa and been decorated, who had become famous in Africa for climbing out of the trenches, so they said, to defy enemy bullets, now was remaining faithful to the Republic, for which he’d fought. In those days, when the major part of the army had taken the side of those who were staging the coup, that fidelity was suicidal. “Your uncle is very brave,” his father told Fausto. “It takes courage to not do what everyone would have forgiven him for doing in the end.” But the family’s life in Madrid was getting more and more difficult. After the death of Julia, whose mere presence served to deactivate the hostility of monarchists, the Cabrera household was nothing but a nest of sedition, and the military officers loyal to the king, who supported Franco’s rebellion, began to harass them shamelessly. The situation rapidly became untenable. One night, while Domingo and his children were having dinner at home, Uncle Felipe made a surprise visit and said:

“We’re leaving. For everyone’s safety.”

“Where to?” Domingo said.

“Barcelona, where I have friends,” Felipe said. “After that, we’ll see.”

A week later, Fausto was climbing into an airplane for the first time in his life. It was a Junkers G24 of the Republican air fleet, piloted by Colonel Felipe Díaz Sandino – his beloved uncle, his audacious uncle, saviour of the family – the nine seats of which easily accommodated the entire family. Uncle Felipe knew he was doomed, because officers who turned their backs on Franco went onto a black list and were pursued more viciously than if they were communists, so he thought he would get his loved ones to safety in order to continue fighting his war. Domingo became his chief bodyguard: the safety of Uncle Felipe, who had become a nuisance to the officers trying to topple their government, could not have been in better hands. Olga once asked her uncle what her father’s job was, and he explained: “He’s the one who doesn’t let them kill me.”

“And what if they kill him?” asked Olga.

Her uncle was lost for words.

The Cabreras settled into an apartment with a view of the sea and windows that went from the floor to the ceiling, and from the terraced roof they could see Montjuic. The family carried on their lives in bombarded Barcelona: Fausto went to school and discovered that he liked it, and he discovered it was frustrating not to be able to boast about being the nephew of Felipe Díaz Sandino, the Republican hero who ordered the bombing of Franco’s barracks in Zaragoza. A long time later Fausto would find out what had been going on during that time: Uncle Felipe had confronted his political superiors about the way they were waging the war (especially a war as dysfunctional as that one, where sometimes the Republicans’ worst enemies were other Republicans); the confrontations heated up to such an extent that the only way to cool them off was a political move, and Uncle Felipe accepted a diplomatic post in Paris, thinking that way he could raise support from other European countries for the Republican cause. On the occasion of his appointment, the labour unions of Barcelona gave him a gift nobody was expecting: a Hispano-Suiza T56, made in La Sagrera, with room for five passengers and a 46-horsepower engine. When he came to show the Cabreras, he said it was a waste to have so many horses: to get to Paris he only needed three.

That’s how Fausto found out that Uncle Felipe was taking him and his brother Mauro along on his trip, while the rest of them were to stay in Barcelona. He never knew who decided that, whether the trip had been planned with his father’s complicity or simply with his consent, but later, as they crossed the Pyrenees in the Hispano-Suiza, Fausto saw the expression of respect with which the gendarme received the papers of that Republican diplomat and for the rest of the trip he realized he’d never known that sense of security. Uncle Felipe seemed to have the keys to the world. During their first days in Paris he took them to the best restaurants, so Fausto and his brother could eat everything the war had kept them from eating, and then he got them accepted into the Lycée Pothier, a boarding school for well-off people in Orléans. For Fausto, an adolescent by then, these were days of fist fights with French kids who looked down on him for no reason he could fathom, days of discovering sex, or rather fantasies of sex, with fifteen-year-old girls who visited him at night to learn Spanish. Fausto let them recite lines of Paul Géraldy and in exchange gave them whole Bécquer poems that he’d memorized without trying by reading his mother’s books, those verses of contagious music in which all pupils were improbably blue and all lovers wondered what they would give for a kiss. Meanwhile, in interviews with the French newspapers, Felipe Díaz Sandino accepted that yes, his side had also committed excesses, but it was a grave moral error to equate them with the excesses of the other side: with Nazi aircraft that razed defenceless villages, for example, while the so-called democratic nations looked the other way, unaware that the defeat of the Republic would, in the long run, be their own defeat.

The diplomatic mission did not last long. The news arriving from Spain was disheartening, and the French government, overwhelmed by the attempt to manage a serious economic crisis, dodging the nationalists of La Cagoule, who were assassinating union leaders or planning coups d’état, did not seem to have the time or patience to listen to his complaints. It was better to keep fighting the war in Spain. But when they returned to Barcelona, Uncle Felipe discovered that the pro-Franco newspapers had published news of his escape and capture. He had an experience very few get to have: he saw a photograph of his dead body in the press and read the news of his execution by firing squad. Seeing himself there, shot dead in the plaza Cataluña and repudiated as a traitor and a red, Uncle Felipe for the first time felt certain that the war was being lost.

Fausto and Mauro also found life changed: Domingo had met a woman. One night he gathered his three children and announced that he was going to be married. Josefina Bosch was Catalan and much younger than Domingo, and she leaned too close to her husband’s children when she spoke to them, as if she thought they couldn’t understand her closed accent with its stubborn Ls, and seemed much more at ease with dogs. Her temperament was so difficult that Fausto wondered why he couldn’t have stayed in France, and for the first time felt something like resentment towards Uncle Felipe, thinking it was not good to do something like that to a boy who’s just awakening to life: it wasn’t right to bring him back to a country at war, a city being bombed by planes that weren’t even Spanish, to a family that had been mended like a broken piece of porcelain.

After Domingo and Josefina were married, the Cabrera family moved to a large house not far from plaza Cataluña. By day the sirens went off continually, but in the new house there was no way to get up on a roof and see the planes. The city was living in fear: Fausto could see it in Josefina’s face and talked about it with his siblings, and he could feel it in the air each time his father took them to their Aunt Teresa’s house. Less than a week after they’d moved house the sirens went off as they were always going off, but this time the family, sitting at the table having lunch, didn’t have time to hide. An explosion shook the building and broke one of the windows, and it was so strong that the soup leaped out of the bowls and Fausto fell off his chair. “Under the table!” shouted Domingo. It would have been a useless precaution, but they all obeyed. Olga clung to her father’s arm, and Josefina, still chewing a piece of bread, hugged Fausto and Mauro, who were crying at the tops of their lungs. “Check to see if they’re injured,” Domingo said to Josefina, and she lifted their shirts and felt their backs and bellies and chests, and Domingo did the same with Olga. “It’s nothing, it’s nothing,” Domingo said then. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.” And a few minutes later he brought the news: Italian airplanes had been fiercely attacking Barcelona, and one of the bombs had fallen onto a truck loaded with dynamite that was parked around the corner. Josefina listened patiently and then came out from under the table, brushing off her dress.

“Well, now we know,” she said. “Let’s finish eating, then, there’s still some soup left.”

A few days later, the family gathered to make some decisions. They were losing the war, and Barcelona was the fascists’ favourite target. The Italians, on board the Savoia bombers, were not going to stop destroying the city. Uncle Felipe made the decision for everyone: “It’s time you left Spain. I can’t protect you here.” So they packed their things into the Hispano-Suiza, and one morning they set off for the French border. Fausto, squashed in with his brother and sister in a car designed for fewer people, thought about various things during the trip: his dead mother, poems by Bécquer and Géraldy, fifteen-year-old French girls; and also his father, who had stayed behind to protect Uncle Felipe. But most of all he was thinking of his uncle: Colonel Felipe Díaz Sandino, Republican, conspirator and war hero. From that moment on, Fausto would see Uncle Felipe and would think: That’s how I’m going to be. He’d think: That’s what I want to be like when I’m grown up. He’d think: Live life in such a way as to stay alive in death.

*

The scene resembled the set and props of a bad play: a road, some trees, a bleaching sun. There, in that lacklustre setting, were Josefina and the Cabrera children, squeezed into the Hispano-Suiza five kilometres from the French border, in the middle of nowhere. But they weren’t alone: like them, many other occupants of many vehicles, and other men and women who had arrived on foot with their bundles on their shoulders, were waiting for the same thing. They were fleeing the war: they were leaving behind their houses; they were leaving behind, more than anything else, their dead, with that audacity or that desperation that lets anyone, even the most cowardly, set off into the uncertainties of exile. The border was closed and there was nothing to do but wait; but while they were waiting, while the morose hours of the first day went by and then the second, the food started to run out and women began to get more nervous, perhaps aware of something the children didn’t know. Some waits are horrible because they have no visible conclusion, because the powers with the ability to end the wait or to make something happen that will set the world in motion again are not in view: for example, that the authorities – but who are they? Where are they? – give the order to open a border. And that’s what Fausto and his brother Mauro were wondering: who could give the order and why had they refused to give it so far, when a murmur was heard in the air, and then the murmur turned into a roar, and before the family realized, a fighter plane was bearing down on them, firing its machine guns.

“Take cover!” someone shouted.

But there was nowhere to hide. Fausto took shelter behind the Hispano-Suiza, but soon, when the plane had flown away, he suspected the attack had not finished, and realized that behind the car when a plane’s coming from one direction would be in front of it if the plane came from the other direction. And that’s what happened: the plane banked and came back from the opposite direction. Fausto crawled under the Hispano-Suiza, and from there, with his face pressed against the ground, feeling the stones on his skin, he heard the roar again and the machine guns and recognized Josefina’s shout, which was a shout of fear and rage: “Sons of bitches!” And then there was silence again. The attack had passed without loss of life: fearful faces everywhere, women crying, children leaning against car tyres, bullet holes – dark holes looking out – in the bodywork. But no dead. No wounded either. It was unreal.

“But we haven’t done anything!” Fausto said. “Why are they shooting us?”

Josefina answered: “Because they’re fascists.”

They slept fearing another attack. Fausto, in any case, was afraid, and it was a different sort of fear because they were outside. The next day they decided that the worst decision was not making any decision, so they moved: they went along the border, from control post to control post, until they found movements in the crowd, those recognizable movements because they are the opposite of despair or defeat: because they could see in them something we identify with the urge to go on living. Someone in the family asked what was happening, and the reply was the one they were hoping for:

“They’ve just opened the border.”

“They’ve opened it,” Fausto said.

“Yes, they’ve opened it,” Josefina said.

Then they saw the problem they were about to confront. The gendarmes had opened the pass, but they were separating the men from the women and children.

“What’s going on?” Fausto asked. “Where are they taking them?”

“To concentration camps,” Josefina said. “Fucking frogs.”

Then she asked Fausto to come over. She spoke looking up in the air with her eyebrows raised, and Fausto understood that he shouldn’t be looking at her eyes, but at her hands: her hands that were now handing him a wallet as if revealing a secret.

“Try to speak to them,” she said.

“To whom?”

“To the gendarmes. You speak French, don’t you? Well then.”

Fausto and Mauro made their way through the crowd and found the door to some offices. They tried to go in, thinking, rightly, that on the other side of the door they could get the authorizations they needed, but the gendarmes kicked them out rudely. “They treat us like scum,” Mauro said. “Sons of bitches.” Then Fausto noticed a man in an elegant suit walking with his hat in his hand, and there was something in the way he held his hat that transmitted authority. Fausto grabbed his brother by the arm and they began to walk behind the man with the hat, stepping right behind his shoes, so close that they could have tripped him. A couple of gendarmes tried to stop them. “Where are you going?” one of them spat out. Fausto answered in his impeccable French:

“What do you mean, where? Where my uncle is going.”

The gendarme, confused, looked at his comrade.

“Well if they’re coming with Monsieur . . .” the other said.

Fausto quickened his pace in the direction of the man with the hat, and wasn’t worried about losing sight of him: they had got round the obstacle. “Now what?” Mauro said. “Now we look for an office,” Fausto said. It was not difficult: an abundance of people, a movement of bodies thronging together at the back of the building. One of the bodies was wearing a uniform: he was a burly man, with white hair and a moustache less white than his hair, and Fausto walked up to him. “They told us,” he assured the man with all the aplomb he could summon up in his adolescent voice, “that we should speak with you.” And he explained their case.

He told him of his uncle, hero of the resistance to Franco. He told him of his Republican family desperate to leave the country where the fascists were bombing women and children. He told him he had studied in Paris and that the values of the République were his values. “We can’t make exceptions,” the officer said. And after those words, the only result of which was entrance into an office and the briefest of audiences with a clerk, Fausto took Josefina’s wallet out of his pocket, and from the wallet, the bundle of notes. He left it there, on his outstretched hand, floating in mid-air. The officer looked at the clerk.

“We’ll make an exception,” he said.

Fausto handed over the money and in exchange received a permit to go to the railway station. In minutes they were all reunited in front of the ticket office, asking with a smile which train was leaving next. Josefina paid for the tickets.

“Where are we going?” Fausto asked Josefina. “Where is this train going?”

“We’re getting on it even if it’s going to Siberia,” she said.

But it wasn’t Siberia: it was Perpignan. Fausto didn’t remember anything about that city, for the Cabreras spent the days hiding in a fleabag hotel, distressed at not knowing anything of Domingo or Uncle Felipe. But they could do nothing but send notice of their whereabouts and news. They had agreed they would use an Orléans address, the house of a family Fausto had known when he was studying at the Lycée Pothier, for their correspondence. Several days later they received news: the men had been confined to the Argelès-sur-Mer concentration camp, but Uncle Felipe, using his contacts from his time as military attaché in Paris, had got them released. In the letter, Uncle Felipe instructed the family to reunite in Bordeaux. There, the two families would decide what to do.

And what they did was the same thing all those who could afford it did: flee Europe. For once it was not Uncle Felipe’s decision. He had a profound conviction that Hitler would lose the war and that Franco would fall sooner rather than later. The rest of them did not agree: perhaps they were more pessimistic, perhaps they were more realistic or just more afraid. Whatever the reason, they eventually prevailed. And that’s how Fausto came to be with his father again, after months that seemed like centuries, and the family of stinking reds began to roam the streets to find anyone who would accept them. They visited all the Latin American consulates and endured rejection after rejection until a country they knew little about opened its doors, and in a matter of days they were arriving at the port on the estuary and posing together with a small crowd of strangers for an onboard photographer, a small man with a moustache who would sell them the photo before the journey was over. In the front row, closest to the camera, are the women and children, but also a smiling priest and a man in uniform. Behind, in almost the back row, his woollen jacket buttoned up and one hand resting on the ship, is Fausto Cabrera, happy to be among the men, many of them Spanish like him, saying farewell to Spain confident that he will soon return, commenting on the news of a Europe in flames, cheering their good fortune at having escaped death and asking day and night, in the cabins and on deck, what life will be like, the new life, in the Dominican Republic.
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