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Dear Reader:

AT THE END OF THIS novel, you will find the appendix "Author's Notes", which includes photographs and explanations of the places, historical facts and typical products mentioned in this novel.






“It takes two to tell the truth;

One to speak and one to listen.”

~ Henry David Thoreau

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


​Beatriz

Valencia, April 21, 2016

Beatriz Exposito decided to die that morning.

Sadly, she was completely unaware that it wouldn’t prevent her past from knocking on her door to collect her debts.

She woke up lying on the floor, her gray hair soaked with wine and sweat and a hammering hangover that made her wish she had already died in her sleep. She felt someone pulling her to the floor, but it was just her blouse stuck to a puddle of dried vomit. A sour aftertaste rose in her throat, and for yet another day, she felt ashamed of herself.

The reflection in the window that stared back at her looked tired, with a deep vertical wrinkle between her eyebrows and dark circles under her eyes that betrayed those two decades in which she’d been burdened with one or two accidental deaths. Little remained of the lustrous jet waves and high cheekbones that had once bewitched more than one suitor.

She lit a cigarette and sat down next to the urn containing her late husband's ashes. She uncovered it and used it as an ashtray. 

In the cupboard, there was only a sad bottle of homemade plum liqueur, the one her mother-in-law from Yugoslavia had bought before she ended up in an urn too. Beatriz had been saving it for later. Not out of love for the deceased but because she hated the concoction with all her soul. She found it frustrating, having to die with that disgusting taste on her lips, but she accepted it as penance for her sins.

She swept the floor and went through the kitchen, checking her mental list like someone preparing for a long vacation. She didn't want to leave food in the fridge, let alone dirty underwear in the laundry basket. She wanted to save her daughter some trouble: it was enough to leave her a mountain of debts and a mortgage on the apartment. 

She considered leaving her a letter, but it seemed overly dramatic, which wasn't her style. Besides, it reeked of hypocrisy. How could she write to someone with whom she had purposely not communicated with for months? Both she and Vesna hated any display of feelings. 

Beatriz came up with a better idea.

A mystery.

A question. 

Yes, that would please her daughter.

A kick up the rear that would catapult her out of the hole she’d dug herself into, one which would soon lead her to the same fate as her mother.

She clambered onto a chair and pulled out an old suitcase from the attic, full of yellowed newspapers, tattered postcards, and mantillas embroidered by grandmother Carmen. There was also a jewelry box, the contents of which had ended up in a pawnshop during the lean season. The only thing left inside was an old wooden pendant, a trinket too big, too long, and with a broken tip, but ingrained with family secrets. Beatriz put it around her neck, under her clothes. Then she put the suitcase away and finished the preparations for her impending suicide. By then, it was already dark.

Before getting into the car, she felt the overwhelming need to call and say goodbye to her daughter, but she didn't. She put the radio on full volume and backed recklessly out of the garage, scratching the bumper in an act of defiance. It didn't matter: the bank would keep everything, anyway. She could have fun, at least. 

She knew the road by heart, down to the last bend. It wasn’t until shortly after leaving the town of Tuéjar that she was tempted to call her daughter and confess her intentions, anxious to hear her voice one last time.

In her final days, she would have liked to discover if, deep down and in spite of everything, her daughter still loved her, even if only a little.

Ah, human weakness. That pressing desire to be loved, to leave a mark... Beatriz had never considered herself sentimental, and yet... there she was.

“Fuck it,” she growled and pressed the call button.

Vesna responded immediately

“Mom, it's not a good time right now.” She sounded upset, nervous.

“I know, but...”

But I wanted to say goodbye.

I wanted you to try to convince me.

“I'll call you back later,” her daughter said and hung up. 

Beatriz heard a man's voice in the background.

She instantly knew that calling had been a mistake.

The Benagéber reservoir appeared in the distance, like a polished emerald flowing between the dry, orange banks of the Turia river. In the background, the imposing retaining wall reminded her of the many summers she had spent in the area during her childhood. Back then, she liked to imagine that the dam concealed a secret fortress on the other side: if she was brave enough to break through the wall, she would marry the high prince of all forests who lived beyond.

The memory made her smile. She rolled down the window, enjoying the smell of pine and gorse, her eyes scanning for the perfect spot, the one where the road edged closer to the water. 

She turned up the music to maximum volume and shifted into fourth gear, then pressed her foot hard on the accelerator. A huge truck swerved out of her way, alerting her with loud honks. Beatriz ignored it. She gripped the steering wheel, forcing herself to keep her eyes wide open.

It's not every day that one has the opportunity to fly.

The gray road disappeared and gave way to a swift parade of grayish bushes that didn’t even brush the underside of the car. As she glided through the air, her favorite singer, Joaquín Sabina, was singing “Suicidal Drivers” in a sublime serendipity. Submerged in a kind of ecstasy, she wondered fleetingly why it had taken her so long to make this decision.

The sudden impact with the boggy swamp interrupted her ramblings. 

She died on the spot, and that should have been the end of it.

But when the water began to flood into the vehicle through the open windows, she found herself watching the scene from the outside, squatting on the shore, hardly able to believe her unlikely fate.

She felt a tap on her shoulder and, turning around, looked into the black eyes of her late mother-in-law, miraculously rejuvenated.

“Carmen?” asked Beatriz with uncertainty, observing the oddly bright countenance of the newcomer.

She saw the truck driver pacing the edge of the road, cell phone to his ear as he traced the trail of her old Citroën.

“Beatriz, filla meua,” her mother-in-law said in greeting. “Did you really think it would be that easy? That your burdens would go down with the rest of the car?”

Beatriz shrugged, defeated.

At least she had tried.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


​Vesna

Madrid, April 21, 2016

It all started on an unremarkable Thursday in April, which also happened to be my birthday. That week, I received some terrible news, but I also met a ghost for the first time.

It's funny how people sometimes die suddenly when you least expect it. You get up and go to work with nothing to suggest that it won’t be a day just like any other. You wake up alive and, by sundown, have joined the ranks of the dead.

Plants never did that to me, which is why I preferred them to people.

“Martha, bring two coffees when you can,” Pedro said down the phone. Behind him, the large window of his office offered a spectacular view of the dense morning traffic on one of the main arteries of the capital. I sat across from him in my pencil skirt, holding my blue pen in my hand and pretending to take notes on everything he said.

A few minutes later, Martha came in with the coffee. She diligently served Pedro his coffee but practically threw mine at me, spilling half the contents of the cup over the saucer.

“Sorry,” Martha apologized with a fake smile before she left, slamming the door behind her.

My boss watched her leave with a mysterious, almost seductive smile, and I sighed resignedly. 

Ah, Pedro.

The man had many virtues and two defects.

Among his virtues was a gaze capable of melting away the suspicions and uncertainties of any woman, the voice of a radio presenter, and the ability to make you forget your name if you ended up in his bed―something that, given all of the above, had happened to me more often than I would have wanted.

His two main flaws, in no particular order, were his fickle nature and that he was married. 

“Martha hates me,” I commented, trying to sip my coffee without dripping it down my blouse.

“She may not be the most courteous person I know, but she’s probably the best secretary in Asemad and certainly the most discreet.”

“And I thought I held that title,” I said with a half-smile.

Our brief morning coffee was known to the rest of the insurance company as a coordination meeting, although I preferred to think of it as a date without wine. It had become our daily custom, our secret ritual, and I treasured it as my favorite part of the day. It was the only time when Pedro's office door would close just for me, and he would allow me half an hour to talk to him tête-à-tête before diving back into the daily grind.

“Shall we have dinner together tonight,” I asked with a wink.

“I can't today,” he answered. “I promised Almudena I’d be home soon. She's going to make huevos a la flamenca​[1]. You know I can’t resist eggs with ham.”

“Ah. Okay.” I frowned. As always, the other woman's name was like a dagger in my chest, although from an objective point of view, the other woman was me. “But today is my birthday...”

“I'm sorry, I really am.” He looked at me with melancholy, almost with empathy. “But you understand that I can't make up an excuse every two days, or Almudena might get suspicious.”

“Of course.”

Of course, my ass.

There were many things I didn't understand about this world. A good example, which I saw every day at work, was the people who spent their salary on reserving a plot in the cemetery instead of squandering it on roses and champagne while they still could. It was shocking and hard to explain, though not as hard as the mystery of why Pedro was still with Almudena if he didn't love her. It would have been easier to explain the meaning of E=mc2 or the enigma of the pyramids.

Pedro used to describe his wife as a bored housewife who spent her days reading the tabloids, trying bizarre weight loss diets she didn't need, and attending spinning classes in 1980s-style Lycra outfits. However, nothing in his attitude indicated that he intended to ditch her any time soon. Almudena was a thorn in my side, but one of those that become entrenched, and all you can do is plaster on a smile for the rest of the world whether you like it or not.

Of course, Almudena was stunning. I was funny, quirky, cute, and all those things that describe girls who aren’t ugly enough to be defined as interesting, but not pretty enough to be officially beautiful. Almudena was beautiful. Not only that, she was also refined and elegant, basically everything that I was not.  But unlike me, she wasn’t young or daring.

“Vesna, you know that I’ll think of you all night long, wherever I am,” said Pedro in a hoarse voice.

He got up to check that the door was firmly closed. Then he grabbed my wrists and sat me on the photocopier: a photocopier that, in the last few months, had seen everything. He pulled up my skirt and kissed me ardently, stroking his hands up my stockings from my ankles as if trying to make up for the rebuff he’d just given me on my actual birthday. I pulled back with a groan and inadvertently pressed one of the buttons. The noise of the blank copies coming out of the machine startled us, ruining the moment, and I slipped out of his embrace, smoothing down my skirt and tugging up my stockings. I was in no mood for kisses.

“We both have a lot of work to do,” I replied, blowing him a kiss over my shoulder as I turned the doorknob to leave.

He shrugged, knowing my tantrum wouldn’t last long, as usual.

When I walked into the office I shared with Martha, she looked at me as if I were a sewer rat that had just snuck into the room.

“You could at least button your blouse,” she hissed.

Tutting, I shook my head. I hadn't even noticed. Pedro's ability to work his way underneath women's clothing was Houdini-like. I straightened the collar of my shirt and readjusted my shoes: stilettos that I could never have afforded on my paltry salary and which, of course, had been a gift from Pedro.

“How can you sleep at night with a clear conscience?” Martha muttered, glaring at me.

“Has the mailman come by yet?” I retorted, ignoring her question.

“I don't know what it is that you give him,” she continued, like a jackhammer, “but his wife is much prettier than you, and unlike you, she's an honest lady.”

“Maybe that's precisely the problem.”

Sometimes, my tongue was faster than my brain. I regretted playing along right away.

“You’re nothing but a pathetic corporate climber, Vesna. Everyone at Asemad knows it. But sleeping with your boss isn't the best way to build a career unless you're interested in... other career fields.”

“Mind your own business, will you?” I said dismissively. But despite my feigned indifference, I felt tears threatening to well up. I stood up before she noticed. “I'm going downstairs to get Pedro's newspaper. I'll be right back.”

I managed to keep my dignity for the rest of the day and was thankful when it was finally time to leave. I walked to the subway on auto-pilot and waited as usual at Menéndez Pelayo station. When the train pulled in, it was full, so I found a pole to hang onto. As the train set off, I reflected on the course my life had taken in the last few months. Since my arrival in Madrid almost a year ago, I hadn’t made friends with anyone, except for the strangers Pedro attracted whenever we went to a bar: people who shared adventures that one rarely wanted to remember the following morning. 

At that moment, squashed between dozens of faceless strangers in the stifling carriage, I would have given anything to be with my good friend Indira. To share my woes and cry on her shoulder.

The train lurched, and the man in front of me stumbled. Without thinking, I dropped my bag and grabbed his arm as he fell.

“Are you alright?” I asked, helping him up.

“Vesna?”

The man turned around and looked at me in surprise. He was wearing jeans and a fancy coat and had a remotely familiar air about him.

“José María?” I asked uncertainly.

“Yes.” He bent down to pick up my bag and handed it back to me. “It's been a long time.”

“It has,” I commented, finally recognizing him as a classmate from high school. “What a coincidence. What brings you to Madrid?” 

“I came for the Tourism Fair. I work in a travel agency now.”

“Then you have the wrong train,” I replied with a smile. “This one doesn't go to IFEMA. ”

“Don't worry; it's not the first time I’ve been to the capital. And you? Why are you here? You look really well, by the way.”

“I've been working here for a year.”

His eyes widened, and he looked expectantly at me.

“Really? Did you finally set up your own flower shop?”

He probably still remembered the Vesna who collected dandelions on her way to class and made wreaths for her friends. The one who dreamed of decorating weddings and events, running a chic flower shop in the center of town.

José María couldn’t have known that this girl had been dead for a decade, buried under the weight of her dire past and erroneous decisions.

“Oh, no... I'm a secretary in an insurance company. I work in the... funeral department. Burial expenses, booking the plots in cemeteries... all very cheerful. But we have black tulips in the bathroom, and sometimes I order fresh flower wreaths for clients,” I added as if that justified my sudden interest in the funeral world.

“Interesting,” he lied politely, unable to hide his disappointment. “Well, I guess it's not so different from a travel agency.”

I smiled, but there was no joy in my smile.

“It's a journey we all end up taking, that’s for sure.”

A tinny voice announced the next stop: “Attention, curved station. Please pay attention to the gap as you disembark.”

“Well, this is my stop,” José María said, kissing me on the cheek. He thrust a business card into my hand and then turned. As he pushed past two teenagers with backpacks, he looked back at me.  “Call me, we can meet for a drink. I'll be here until Monday.” I nodded, watching as the doors closed behind him, and thought about Jose Maria and my high school days for the rest of the drive. When I got home, the only things that greeted me were my plants and a pile of unpaid bills on the hall table. In the mailbox, there was also a notice from my landlord informing me of the rent increase starting in June.

Fantastic. I could barely afford the apartment as it was on my salary.

I started watering the begonias, which had managed to bloom despite the lack of light in the apartment.

“Hello, my pretties,” I said, “How was your day? “

They didn't answer me, but I knew they were listening.

I turned on the television, trying to create the illusion that there was someone else with me beside the begonias. I found a chicken breast in the fridge, slightly slimy. I sniffed it: it didn’t smell off, so I tossed it into the pan and reveled in the comforting sizzle of the oil, with one ear on the news in the background. 


“The body of Soledad Rodríguez was found yesterday afternoon in her apartment in Mostoles, Madrid. The widow, seventy-two years old, had died several days ago from a cardiac arrest. The neighbors had complained about the smell and alerted the police...”



––––––––
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I QUICKLY CHANGED THE channel and put on some music: the plants liked it.

On the screen, a singer pretended to commit suicide in the bathtub after being abandoned by her lover.

I growled in frustration and turned off the TV.

I pulled my phone out of my purse, and my finger hovered over Pedro's name.

Pedro, who at that moment would be sharing a plate of eggs and ham, and who knows what else, with his wife.

Pedro, whom I was forbidden to call between six in the evening and eight in the morning. 

I poured myself a glass of wine and toasted the ghosts of the past, the only guests at my party.

“Happy birthday, Vesna,” I said to myself.

Chink, chink. Through the paper-thin walls, the sound of the neighbor’s laughter filtered in as if mocking me and my pathetic existence.

I sighed and went to get my purse.

I typed in the number on the card without much hope.

“Vesna?” answered the voice on the other end, doubtful.

“Jose Maria, it's me... I was thinking... What are you doing tonight?”

* * *
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JOSÉ MARÍA SHOWED UP laden with a tray of sweet Bartolillo​[2] pastries. 

“I always buy them when I come to Madrid,” he said, placing the offering on the kitchen table, “I don't know if you eat sweets, but...”

I put a finger on his lips, silencing the unnecessary chatter. I hadn't called him for conversation; I thought my message had been clear enough. He nodded, surprised but not annoyed. I broke a Bartolillo in half and let the cream drip down my hand, licking it as I stared into his eyes.

His smile widened. He bit into the other half, and white power smeared his face.

“I like them,” I said without taking my eyes off him.

He approached me, his lips dusted with powdered sugar.

We were interrupted by the buzzing of my phone. 

“Pedro,” was my first thought. “He's changed his mind because it's my birthday.”

I looked at José María, embarrassed, and moved to the corner beside the fridge before answering the phone.

“Vesna...”

I collapsed against the wall when I realized that it wasn't Pedro, but my mother. I hadn't heard from her in six months, and she’d been ignoring my birthday for years. 

“Mom, it's not a good time,” I muttered, glancing sideways at the stranger eating pastries in my kitchen.

“I know, but...”

“I'll call you back,” I said curtly.

Six. Months. 

After six months of silence, six hours of waiting would not kill her.

She hadn’t even said happy birthday.

José María approached me with feline stealth and moved the device away from my ear, sliding it onto the bench.

“Your mother?” he whispered with a raised eyebrow.

“No. I no longer have a family.”

“Well, then, you can call her later,” he said, his eyes boring into mine.

We didn’t make it to the bedroom with our clothes on.

The whole time, I thought of Pedro, imagining him in bed with his beautiful yet boring wife. Sex with José María was quick and straightforward, as sweet as a cinnamon roll filled with vengeance. In his eyes, almost as dark as Pedro's, I could almost see an old memory playing. A memory of the night I had been dragged into a game that I would never win: the night Pedro drove me back home with far too much alcohol in his system, dropped to one knee, and swore to leave Almudena for me. All because another man had looked at me one too many times at the disco, which had enraged Pedro, and I had given him the first false ultimatum of many that would follow.

“Let me find the right time to tell her...” he had whispered in my ear that night. “I will, Vesna, I swear. But don't leave me in the lurch afterward. Promise that you’ll always be faithful to me. Only to me,” he had begged in a tone so unbecoming of him.

Always faithful. 

The audacity.

A chuckle escaped me, bringing me back to the present.

“What was that?” José María whispered, sounding fearful.

I wondered if he had realized that I’d been seeing someone else's features on his face all night.

“Nothing, I just remembered a joke,” I replied smoothly, covering his nakedness with the sheet.

“No, not that,” he said with a tremor in his voice. “I saw something move, and then I heard two laughs at once. One was yours, but the other came from... from that corner.”

He sat upright and pointed a trembling finger at the chair, which was piled high with a mountain of unfolded clothing vaguely resembling a human form.

“Even the chairs have no respect for me.” I shook my head.

“I'm sure it wasn't the chair,” he replied somberly. “I swear there was something there.”

“You can leave whenever you want, you know...”

It wasn't the first time a man had made excuses to get the hell out of there as soon as possible, but this was definitely the weirdest one I'd heard so far.

I turned away from him, letting him decide for himself. He knew where the door was.

I fell asleep instantly and didn't wake up until dawn when I was startled by the shrill ringtone of my phone that I’d left in the kitchen. If it was Pedro, he could rot for all I cared. At least until nine o'clock, when I would have to take his damn coffee to the office.

I continued to ignore the call, but whoever it was, they were persistent. I was surprised to see that Jose Maria was still lying under the blanket despite the supposed paranormal presence that had scared the life out of him so much the night before. I shuffled down the hallway in my underwear, rubbing my eyes, and picked up the phone.

It was Indira. My best friend from childhood who had lived next door to me when I lived in Valencia, two hundred miles from Madrid. “Another one who forgot my birthday,” I thought bitterly.

“God, it’s early,” I grunted as I answered the phone. “What’s up?”  

“Vesna,” she replied in a somber tone, “Have you heard from your mother?”

“My mother?” I stifled a yawn, still half asleep. I heard water running in the bathroom. José María, coming back from the dead. “She called me last night, yes... I have to call her back now that you mention it.”

Silence.

“Indira? Are you still there?”

“Vesna... your mother...” I heard her swallow. “She's in Requena hospital, at least I think she is....”

“Requena? What the hell is she doing in a hospital an hour away from her house? What’s happened to her?”

“The police came looking for you this morning. Because no one answered, they knocked on my door, asking for Beatriz and for you. They didn't want to tell me what it was about, so I called a colleague in the emergency room. But she couldn't give me much information because I’m not family.”

“But why is she there? What happened? I didn't know she was sick.”

“No, she’s not sick, Vesna... She’s had an accident, and...”

“And what?” I asked, almost shouting at her.

“Well... I don't know if she survived... and I think you should come home.”
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​Vesna

Madrid, April 22, 2016

Despite Indira's call, I decided to go to work that morning, hoping that the situation would resolve itself if I ignored it long enough. 

Obviously, the plan did not work.

For the first time in all the years I had been in Madrid, I found the metro station completely deserted. In a city that never slept, finding a lonely platform at rush hour was like being teleported to a parallel dimension.

The train lights illuminated the bottom of the tunnel, and when the carriage stopped, I pulled the lever to open the doors. It was completely empty. Unable to believe my eyes, I checked my cell phone to see if it was indeed half past eight in the morning. Just as the beeps to indicate the door was closing sounded, a woman jumped inside and sat down right opposite me. As a good citizen of Madrid, I ignored her presence and stared at the floor.

The lights in the carriage flickered a couple of times, and as the train trundled to a halt, the lights went out. More annoyed than scared, I looked at my phone again and waited for us to start moving again.

I sensed movement. The woman got up and stood in front of me, invading my personal space.

“Excuse me, isn't there enough room to sit down?” I said curtly.

I looked up to see the figure of my mother, watching me with a grimace under the dim, yellowish glow of the emergency lights. Her hair and clothes were wet, but the drops didn’t puddle the ground. My heartbeat thundered in my ears as she squeezed in beside me and settled back in the seat. She seemed to feel at ease on the subway and studied her surroundings with interest. I, meanwhile, was doing mental calculus, trying to figure out how she had gotten there.

“What are you doing here?” was all I could manage to say. “Weren't you at the hospital?”

“Hospital? No hospital can help me anymore.”

She reached out, and her whole arm went right through mine. I stifled a scream.

“What is this? Am I dreaming?”

She shook her head.

“Deep down, you do know. You know why I'm here.”

“I have no idea! Because you’ve never been on the subway before and were curious?” I replied with a note of hysteria in my voice.

My mother snorted, brushing a damp lock away from her face.

“They forced me to come. I’m not here by choice.”

“Who forced you to come?”

“I’m not allowed to talk about it. But I must tell you some things... things I couldn't tell you before.”

“How lovely. And how unlike you.”

This hologram was far more communicative than my mother's original version.

“I told you this wasn't my idea.”

“So,” I said with a resigned sigh, convinced that this was a bad dream, “What’s this super important thing you need to tell me so urgently?”

“Have I ever told you about how I met your late father?”

“Did you really come all the way to Madrid to talk about that?”

“Well, we have to start somewhere... this is going to take a while.”

I decided to play along. The train was still stalled, and I had nothing else better to do.

“From what I remember, he worked as a gardener and studied landscaping in the afternoons, didn't he?”

“At that time, yes, he did. His intention was never to stay in Spain. He only stayed because your grandmother was in her final years and to forget his ex-girlfriend at the same time. He wanted to study in Valencia and then go back to his country to start his own business. But then he met me...”

“How very romantic.”

My mother ignored my sardonic tone and continued, wringing the water out of her hair.

“When we met, Martin was living with your grandmother Carmen on Gran Vía Avenue. They had a corner balcony. I was barely twenty years old, and he was fifteen years older. A grown man and me, no more than a child. I always used to look up the balcony on my way to work. It was an oasis of greenery entwined in the brown railings, and I had never seen such a pretty balcony...”

“I didn't know you were interested in gardening?”

“Maybe it wasn’t so much the plants, but

the handsome man with tanned skin and light hair who watered the plants with his shirt off. Imagine what he was like back then, with all that sun and physical work...”

The subway lights flickered for an instant but then returned us to darkness after a couple of seconds.

“Please, Mom, spare me those kinds of details.”

“Look who’s talking! Just so you know, I tried to manifest myself last night in your room, and I had to cover my face with my hands. But unfortunately, my fingers are now transparent.”

I felt my cheeks burning and then remembered José María's deadly pallor the night before. Could it be possible?

She shuffled in the seat and continued with her story. “Finally, one day, the handsome gardener spotted me from his balcony and said hello. He told me his name was Martin Bršljan and asked me my name. I told him I was called Beatriz and warned him, “But don't try to call me Bea, or I'll have to kill you,” I said.”

“That was a bit extreme, wasn't it? You’re not the best mom, but I wouldn’t have pegged you as a murderer...”

My mother let out a nervous laugh.

“If only you knew...”

“If only I knew what?

“Nothing, all in good time.” She looked up at the roof of the carriage, squinting. “1978 was probably the best year of our lives. But if I could go back in time, I'd never go near your father again.”

“Thanks,” I replied, taking in the implications of that statement.

“It's the truth. Your father's charm in the eighties had nothing to do with the deathly bore he became a little later. By the time he passed away, there was no trace left of the man I married.”

The carriage gave a jolt and started up again. Meanwhile, my mother began to become more and more transparent. My nerves were shredded, and I stifled a scream.

“I'll have to carry on with my story another day,” she muttered in frustration, staring at her hands as they started to fade.

“You'd better because I'm getting off at the next stop.” I tried to keep my composure, sure that I would find a logical explanation for our unlikely encounter. “I don't understand why, after forbidding me to talk about Dad for years, now you come to tell me all these ridiculous anecdotes.”

“Vesna.” Her expression changed, becoming more somber. When she spoke again, she really did sound like a ghost talking from beyond the grave. “I’m here because I have an important message. To begin with, you must leave Madrid, do you hear me? I don't know when I'll be able to see you again. But you have to leave as soon as possible.”

“What are you talking about? Are you nuts? My life is here now. I have a salary, an apartment, and a lover who takes me to nice places. What more could I ask for?”

“Really? Is that all you want out of life? Do you feel happy with... this?”

She waved her hand, encompassing me and the rest of the train.

“And since when does that matter to you?”

My mother touched her neck as if searching for something and then dropped her gaze.

“Look, Vesna, I know I haven't been the best mother. But I saw your grandmother Carmen, and she told me about an inheritance. She told me you should go and look for it.”

“Grandma Carmen had dementia and died poorer than a church mouse. That’s nonsense.”

“No, people here don't lie, and this concerns your heritage, Vesna. She said there was something valuable in your father's country. She also said that if you didn't find it, you would end up like me.”

“Old, drunk, and broke?”

“Apart from being old, you already have all the qualifications.”

You shameless ghost.

The lights stopped flickering, and the loudspeakers announced the next stop.

“Listen to me,” my mother mumbled nervously. “Listen to me for once in your life. Go to Slovenia to look for your ancestors. It's important.”

“Mom, I can't afford it. I barely make ends meet as it is.”

“Didn’t you hear me? Your ancestors left you something of great value. No matter how much the journey costs, you'll get it back in spades.”

She began to fade. The train stopped. The doors opened, and new passengers surged through the doors. I stood up and got off the train. When I stepped onto the platform, my mother was no longer beside me.

“Vesna, there's something else I must tell you...” she whispered, her voice echoing in my head, although her body had already disappeared. “You need to know that your father... your father is not here.”
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​Chapter 4
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​Vesna

Madrid, April 22, 2016

As disturbing as the encounter on the subway had been, what awaited me in the office turned out to be even worse.

I stepped out of the company elevator with shaky knees and went straight to the coffee machine, trying to process the conversation I’d just had with my mother. The only explanation I could come up with was that it had been a hallucination: people didn't just vanish into nothingness.

I poured two coffees and a third for Pedro and headed for his office, cup in hand. I needed to see him. I needed the embrace of another human being, if possible, someone who wasn’t ethereal and translucent. Pedro was the closest thing to a loved one I had in Madrid.

I knocked on his door, but he didn't answer, and when I turned the door handle, it was locked. I peered through the milky glass and made out his tall figure, pacing nervously back and forth across the room, the phone pressed to his ear. I sighed.

Resigned, I returned to my desk and muttered a curt good morning to Martha. I turned on the computer as I did every day and set about scanning the mail for potential clients. Five people were interested in choosing the color of their casket in advance. People's interest in arranging their funerals while still alive never ceased to amaze me, particularly when I didn't even know what I would have for dinner that very night. I jotted down all the data in a file, mentally preparing myself for the disagreeable calls that I knew awaited me.

The sixth email, however, was different.

It came from an unknown address with a clearly made-up name.


Subject: You dug your own grave

From: Know-it-all <iknowitall25@yahoo.com>

To: Vesna Bršljan <vesnabrsljan@asedecesos.es>

Attachment: IMAGE_347



There was no text, just a photograph taken in the men's bathroom just down the corridor from where I was sitting. It was dated two weeks ago. In it, two intertwined figures had been captured in quite unseemly poses.

One of them was Pedro. The other was... me.

I held my breath and looked around the office in dismay.

Martha was staring at the screen, pounding away at the keyboard with nails so sharp they would have given Cruella de Vil a run for her money. She didn't look at me, but her evil smirk gave her guilt away. 

In desperation, I sent a message to Pedro's private number.


Vesna: “We need to talk.”



His response arrived right away:


Pedro: “Definitely.”




Vesna: “Let me in. It's urgent.”



Pedro: “I have a meeting. Later.”



Three men in suits with varying degrees of baldness appeared in the doorway, followed by the receptionist. I bit my lip in frustration, watching them disappear down the hallway holding their expensive-looking black briefcases.

When I went out to get lunch, they were still in Pedro’s office, and he still wasn’t answering my messages. I bought an empanadilla from the bakery and nibbled on it, but I wasn’t hungry. I headed back to the office, praying that the damn meeting was over. 

My prayers were answered because when I returned, the meeting was over. However, when I walked in, the entire Asemad staff was standing in the reception, surrounding Pedro and applauding.

“What’s going on?” I asked Patricia from home insurance.

“Shh, shut up. Hopefully, we can go home early...”

I looked at her, confused. It was two o'clock in the afternoon, and we didn’t close until eight. Pedro raised his arms, silencing his subordinates, and cleared his throat.

“So anyway,” he said, in what seemed like a continuation of a speech he had already begun, “as some of you already suspected, today I have the pleasure of officially informing you that...” He paused for effect. “I'm going to be a father!”

The sound of the champagne bottle being uncorked could have been a bullet straight to my heart. The cheers of my coworkers drowned out my sob of stupefaction. I stared at Pedro dumbfounded, hidden from his view amidst a sea of heads. I could not believe what I had just heard. I couldn’t believe that he’d seemingly taken advantage of my absence to give everyone the news.

I looked around and noticed Martha standing behind me. She must have been there for a few minutes already. Giving me a triumphant grin, she waved her cell phone in the air and showed me an open email that she was about to forward. 

“Surprised, my darling Vesna?” she whispered in my ear in a devilish voice. “Well, this is nothing, believe me. Now the real fun begins!”

All the phones pinged at the same time, acknowledging receipt of that cursed message. Some opened it immediately, their eyes widening in astonishment and disbelief. Within seconds, everyone was whispering to each other, passing their cell phones back and forth, and glaring at Pedro and me in shock and more than a little revulsion.

Pedro, oblivious to the scandalized whispers, was chatting with a couple of salesmen who were congratulating him and helping him serve champagne and cake.

“You fucking bitch,” I snapped angrily at Martha. She sipped from her glass with a satisfied expression. “You couldn't have picked a better time, could you?”

Ignoring the judgmental stares of the rest of the staff, I made my way to my table, gathered my things, and slipped away with what little dignity I had left. When I reached the street, the words “home wrecker” and “gold digger” hissing as I passed by, as if I were the only one to blame for Pedro's extramarital affair, still echoed in my ears.

Just go.

I didn't know where, but I had to get as far from here as I could. It would be a long time until I set foot in the office again.

I covered my face with my scarf and swallowed back my tears on the walk to the subway. I longed to meet my mother's spectral presence again, just to see a familiar face. Suddenly, her idea of losing myself in my late father's country sounded much more appealing.

Unfortunately, the carriage was crowded, and no semi-transparent woman came to sit next to me. I wrote another message to Pedro, but he continued to ignore me, so I returned Indira's missed call and informed her that I would be arriving the next day at Valencia’s North Station. I then dialed José María's number.

“Do you need another batch of Bartolillos?“ he answered at once, a spark of excitement in his voice.

“No, that's not why I'm calling you,” I said with a sigh. “You told me you worked in a travel agency, didn't you? I need you to get me a cheap plane ticket to Slovenia.”
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