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I dedicate this book to my two children.  
 
I am blessed to be their mother  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Twenty-two months have gone by without 

passing through that door. 

Only Marta, the woman in charge of cleaning, has 

stepped on the floor, opened and aired out the 

room and removed the fine coat of dust, which 

covers the furniture and photo frames where we 

all are, all your nieces, nephews and siblings. 

At last, I pluck up the courage, and I lean out 

of your window, the same one from where you 

observed your last dawns, delirious, a slave to 

alcohol. 

Aunt Clara, the most affected by your death, 

has not dared to go upstairs yet, not going up to 

this floor in her own home, since you left. So 

today, once Marta had polished the furniture 

leaving that distinctive smell, I have decided to do 

it myself, and I have snuck into your room.  The 

floor is shining because of the moisture of water 

and soap.  Without waiting for it to dry, I jump 

onto the bed and start to look through your 

drawers. I am reflected in the oval mirror in front 

of me. It feels like I can hear you, your voice, your 

laugh and your tears. 
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The first drawer was full of papers, cables, 

broken pens, in short, a hotchpotch of unusable 

things. In the second one, an electric blanket and 

an empty bottle of cognac. In the third drawer, I 

discovered a small pile of photos kept together 

with a clothes peg, a bill, a small metallic box of 

sweets, and a thimble accompanied by a sewing 

needle and some pins. 

I have decided to go through the papers in 

the first drawer, and after taking them out of the 

bedside table; I have spread the content over the 

bedspread. A tiny well-worn green notebook has 

attracted my attention, it is closed tightly by a 

rubber band. Once opened, I’m surprised by the 

size of the writing, similar to the minuscule green 

notebook. Written in your own hand, my sister’s 

name and mine, my cousins’ and Carmen’s 

children’s names. Figures and dots, more numbers 

and more stains. It seems as though you had been 

awarding us with multiple figured numbers.  

Money? 

 

And so, without further delay, a memory has 

suddenly come to my mind. 
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One autumn I had gone to spend the weekend 

with you, while we were waiting for my children 

to wake up, whilst having breakfast in the terrace 

of your attic, you told me you wanted to tell me 

something, more than something, it was the true 

story of your life, so I wrote it down. Astonished 

but obedient, as you taught me, I returned to your 

house the following weekend, this time without 

children, ready with my voice note recorder and a 

small notebook. But it was in vain. You had 

changed your mind, because you only brought 

back a few memories of your life, just some 

snippets, and you felt so sick that you had to be 

hospitalized. 

And now, suddenly, I have had a 

premonition and your story has to be told, for you 

and for all of us who loved you.   Since you spent 

almost all your lifetime hiding the happenings, 

wearing away your health, all because of your 

platonic, impossible love. 

At the same time, you spent the other half of 

your time enjoying life, with that hope and joy, 

with that taste for details, with that love and 

enthusiasm which you did everything. With that 

passion, that made you who you were. 
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I have tried to find the exit to the maze, using 

the memory and the coincidences I’ve found 

amongst Aunt Elvira and Aunt Clara’s tales and 

from others who knew you. Especially, the stories 

you told me. 

The green notebook, I hold in my hands, 

provides another scene in time to the picture in 

my mind, when you were mending a skirt and told 

me that your mother, on her deathbed, had 

admitted she would have preferred all her 

children dead and her husband disabled, rather 

than seeing him die. That statement had a huge 

impact on you, so romantic, becoming sick with 

love, that kind of absolute and sublime love we 

sometimes watched in those old films and with 

which we all ended up crying. 

 

And so your plot begins: 

When you came into the world, if a woman 

became pregnant outside marriage, she was guilty, 

even if it was a result of being raped. Not only the 

woman but also all her family would be pointed at. 

Blame, sin, and so on. 
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You were born with a birthmark, which, 

according to ancient beliefs, is a symbol of past 

lives and in this case, on your left arm, it is thought 

to symbolise financial problems. You were called 

María Rafaela, because in your family it was a 

custom to assign new-borns the name of the 

saint’s day. 

Your arrival coincided with post-war time, 

where there were no ambitions, just self-

preservation. So many families divided, so many 

broken hearts, so much pain and fear, so much 

repression and hardship. 

Your name, Rafaela, evoked an independent, 

active, wilful woman, with a strong personality 

and a heart of gold. 

You lost your family very soon. First your 

father, who had suffered the war far from home, in 

another town, he was run over by a vehicle while 

returning from the meadow one evening. Your 

mom’s heart could not overcome the pain of this 

loss and she fell ill with no hope of recovery. 

Shortly after your mom passed away, you 

were diagnosed with the same heart disease as 

her (endocarditis) as a result of some tests you 
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had, after being operated on for tonsillitis.  You 

now shouldered your mom’s emotional burden. 

When we are born, we are unconsciously 

adorned, with obsessions, ideologies and values 

inherited from our families and with those society 

installs in us. This may break our personality, 

restrict us and give us mental blocks, confusing 

our minds. Little by little, we forget our true gifts, 

the information that we are born with. Without 

realising, we take on the thoughts fears and will of 

others. 

Doctors advised you against the possibility 

of having children, afraid that your heart would 

not cope with going through birth. This meant not 

falling in love, not having a boyfriend, not having a 

husband, and as a result not having kids. The only 

possible option was to fall in love with an 

impossible love. 

Chano, your Aunt Elvira’s husband, 

volunteered to help, drive you to and from 

hospital for your check-ups.  At that time, very few 

women drove. On that afternoon it was raining, 

Madrid was covered with pools of water and you 

were still distressed from the loss of your mom, 

and felt that your entire world was dissolving in 
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those streets of water. Your heart was pounding 

and your cheeks imitated the scene outside, 

covered with rain, as your tears flowed. The 

doctors had scared you and the blood test needles 

had hurt you. 

Chano was driving slowly and it was in the 

turn to the Plaza Castilla when he noticed your 

wet face. He stopped the car and tried to comfort 

you.  All your forbidden needs came to blossom, as 

you felt his warmth, his smell and his strong 

embrace. The absence of your father, and then 

your mother, the lack of affection and the pain of 

your losses, all these elements created a storm of 

emotions of sob and tears. 

Chano hugged you, got so soaked from all the 

tears and tenderness that his hands began to play 

with your hair, your ears, and then your neck.   

The human heat he expelled was of such intensity, 

that you noticed his sweat with yours, his breath 

with yours, his caress that was yours and 

besotted, absolutely drunk with passion, you stuck 

your new lips on his, and tried to kiss him, 

yearning for him to kiss you back. You were just 

fifteen years old. 
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Someone honked the horn. Chano pulled 

your arms off him and took you home, 

embarrassed, maintaining his glance on the road 

ahead, whilst driving. When he stopped the car, 

outside your home, you were blushing furiously, 

so you quickly got out of the car into the rain, and 

ran up the stairs. But your sister Clara saw you 

arrive and you had to lie to her, to escape, and 

hide from yourself and from everyone. 

“I will never see him again,” you swore to 

yourself. However, the next morning, you invented 

an excuse to go to your Aunt Elvira’s house and 

there the first chapter of your madness was 

written. 

Love and remorse, desire and blame, 

everything in your live was divided in two parts, 

as you started to lead a double life. 

Performing two roles stimulated your memory, 

your ingenuity and maybe your imagination, 

persuading yourself, amongst other subjects, that 

you were a wealthy heiress waiting for her 

fortune. But it also provoked remorse in you, 

which became the clandestine ally of your daily 

suffering. 
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Human beings lie when these falsehoods allow us 

to reach our goals easier than the truth. Double 

lives begin by accident, without intention. One lie 

leads to another one, and that one to another, until 

we find ourselves within two independent lives 

from which we cannot get away. (Javier Jimenez) 
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