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Chapter One: Roots of Loss
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In the small town of Valdepeñas, where olive groves stretch like an endless green sea beneath the harsh Castilian sky that shifts between pale blue and heavy grey according to the whims of the seasons, Youssef Garcia was born on a cold November morning in 1985. This town, with its white houses huddled together like scattered sugar cubes atop the hills, and its narrow streets that wind like ancient stone arteries between dusty walls, was all he had known about the world since infancy. He knew every stone, every fig tree drooping over an old rooftop, every chime of the Santiago church bells that rang at six in the morning to wake the farmers, and every scent of earth after the first rain in October.

His father, Miguel Garcia, was a man as tough as the olive trunks he tended, having spent his life bending his back over the dry soil, pleading with it to yield his daily bread. Miguel was not a man of many words; his silence spoke louder than a thousand sermons. His hands were cracked from labour, their crevices deep as the ravines carved by rainwater on the hillsides, and in his pale blue eyes lay a sea of buried dreams and unfulfilled hopes. He spent the early morning hours in his field, talking to the olive trees as a father speaks to his children, stroking their bark and muttering words that no one understood, as if begging the earth to give him its bounty. His mother, Isabel Hernandez, was a quiet woman with deep brown eyes that carried all the untold stories of the land, and a voice as gentle as the breeze passing through wheat stalks in June. She could read the future in coffee cups, knew when storms would come from the movements of birds, and every morning she would place her hand on Youssef’s forehead before he went to school, as if blessing him for the day ahead.

Youssef was no stranger to life’s harshness. From childhood, he saw with his own eyes how farmers suffered from the greed of landowners, and how a whole year’s harvest could disappear into the pockets of corrupt officials who saw these people only as numbers in their ledgers. Youssef was seven when he witnessed the first scene of injustice that would shape his conscience. Their elderly neighbour Antonio, a man over seventy, had inherited a small plot of land from his forefathers, land that yielded enough olives to sustain his family. But the new mayor, a fat man with a red face like a radish and cold blue eyes like ice, wanted to annex that land to his vast estate. The gendarmes came on a dark night, dragging Antonio like a lamb to the car, while his sick wife ran barefoot over the gravel behind them, screaming his name until her voice gave out. Youssef hid behind his window, watching with his own eyes, his heart pounding like thunder, tears gathering in his eyes without knowing why. The next morning, he saw the bulldozers demolish the cottage Antonio had built with his own hands, and saw the trees uprooted as if they were falling corpses. That night, Youssef asked his father: “Papa, why are they taking Uncle Antonio’s land? Isn’t it his right to live there?”

Miguel looked at him with a long gaze, containing deep sorrow and suppressed anger. He sat on his old wooden chair and beckoned Youssef closer. He spoke in his hoarse voice, as if gravel was mixed with his throat: “Listen to me, son. Injustice in this town is like the air we breathe. We don’t see it, but it is everywhere. But don’t worry, there are those who hold them accountable—there are judges, there is law. But the judges here see only what the eyes of officials show them.” Then he gripped Youssef’s shoulder firmly, looked into his eyes, and said with unprecedented seriousness: “That is why, Youssef, you will become a judge. You will study, learn, and restore rights to their owners. You will become a man whom no one dares to fear, a man whose name is written in the records of justice. Do you understand?”

Thus, the seed of justice was planted in Youssef’s heart, and his sole dream took shape: to become a judge. A judge who would stand against oppressors, restore rights to their owners, and write history in letters of light instead of the blood of the oppressed. This dream visited him every night before sleep; he would see himself sitting in the courtroom, wearing the black robe of the judiciary, reading verdicts in a resonant voice, and people looking at him with awe and respect. He would wake in the morning feeling he possessed a superpower, a power that made him capable of changing the world.

Miguel dreamt that same dream. Every time he sent his son to school, he would place his heavy hand on Youssef’s shoulder—his rough palm leaving its mark on the small shoulder—and look into his eyes and say: “Youssef, I want you to study and learn and become a man whom the oppressors fear. Study for my sake, for the sake of everyone who has been wronged in this town. Study because I never had an education, because I have been working in the fields since I was your age, and because I want to see your name written on the door of a courthouse, I want everyone who knows me to be proud of you. I want people to come to you crying and leave you laughing.” Youssef would listen, promise, and go on his way, carrying on his shoulders the weight of dreams that were not his alone, but those of his father and of everyone who had suffered from injustice in that forgotten town.

Youssef grew up in that town, his mind expanding with every book he read and every lesson he received. He spent long hours in the town’s small library, which contained a few dusty shelves of books bequeathed by a deceased priest. The smell of old books—a mix of decaying paper, dust, and time—was his favourite perfume. He read about revolutions, human rights, and philosophers who called for justice, such as Rousseau, Montesquieu, and Kant. He read about the French Revolution, and would weep when he read of the peasants who rose against the feudal lords, and would rage when he read of the Inquisition that burned innocents. He taught himself English from old books he found in the library, sitting in a dark corner, moving his lips silently as he tried to mimic sounds he didn’t understand, and he learned French from old magazines he found at the flea market. He practiced them in solitude, reading aloud to the walls of his small room, as if addressing a world court.

He excelled beyond his peers, memorising civil law texts as if they were religious hymns, and he was so proficient in logic and debate that his teachers believed he had a future in politics or philosophy. His philosophy teacher, Señor Juan, would say at the end of each year: “This young man will make history—either a great judge or a dangerous rebel.” Youssef would laugh at that prophecy, but it only strengthened his resolve. His mother Isabel would look at him with pride mixed with sorrow, because she knew that the day he would leave for the city would be hard on her heart. She would sew his clothes by hand at night under the light of an oil lamp, prepare food to sustain him, and pray for him in every prayer, placing her hand on her chest whenever she saw him studying, whispering to herself: “O God, protect my son, O God, make him well.”

When the time came to apply to university, he did not hesitate for a moment to choose law school in Madrid. But the letter that arrived that day was heavy on his heart. His father was so proud that he couldn’t sleep all night, wandering around the house smiling, murmuring words his wife couldn’t understand. But he was also worried. Miguel sat with his wife in the small kitchen, at a wooden table whose surface had worn away from use, calculating numbers on an old paper napkin, and the numbers never added up, no matter how they tried to beautify them. The monthly stipend Youssef would need in Madrid equalled what Miguel earned in three months from selling olives. Rent in the capital consumed half of what they owned. There was a weight in the room, the weight of a difficult decision.

But Miguel was determined. Youssef saw in his father’s eyes that familiar look—the look of a man who had decided and would not turn back. The next morning, Miguel went to the market, and Youssef watched him from behind the window as he walked with heavy steps. Miguel sold “Luna,” the brown cow that had provided milk for his family for five years. Youssef saw him return from the market with a hot tear dried before it reached his cheek, but he did not relent. He sold part of the small land he had inherited from his father, the land he had cared for like his own child, and went to his relatives to borrow. Over a full week of effort and sleepless nights, he managed to gather a modest sum—trembling under his fingers as he counted it—enough to pay for the first year’s tuition, some of the first month’s expenses, and a little emergency money. He brought the money, placed it in an old leather envelope he kept for important documents, and gave it to Youssef with trembling hands.

Departure day was bitterly cold. Miguel stood with his wife at the small bus station, the cold wind playing with his white hair that looked like snow on a mountain peak, tears welling in his eyes but held back. He said in his hoarse voice, cracked with emotion: “Take this money, my son. It is not much, but it is all I have. Spend it wisely, and do not forget your promise.” His voice trembled despite his efforts to steady himself. Youssef was crying too, shivering from cold and tears, but he promised to return a man who would fulfil his father’s dream. He kissed his father’s forehead, cold as marble, and embraced his mother who was weeping loudly, then boarded the bus, sat by the window, and raised his hand in farewell, watching his parents’ figures shrink in the distance until they disappeared. He whispered to himself, his eyes still wet: “I will succeed, I will return, and they will be proud of me. I will become the judge they dream of, I will stop this injustice, I will change everything.”

* * *
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Youssef arrived in Madrid, the city of lights and noise that never sleeps, where everything was different from his quiet town. The city breathed a different, fast-paced life that waited for no one. The rain here seemed different—heavy and laden with car exhaust—and the sky seemed narrower because of the skyscrapers. He felt like a small fish in a vast ocean, lost among waves of people who didn’t know his name, but he didn’t despair. His dream drove him forward, made him forget hunger, fatigue, and loneliness. He found a small room in a working-class neighbourhood called “La Peña,” in an old dilapidated building that seemed a relic of the civil war, its walls cracking every winter and emitting the smell of mould and dust. The stairway was dark, the electric bulbs working only at midday, and Youssef climbed it every day counting the steps to distract himself from exhaustion.

The room was no more than four square metres, without windows, letting in the cold through
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