
Chapter 1 

 

It is late in the September of 1685. The sun shines brightly over the whole of Madrid and hardly a 
cloud can be seen. But the clear night sky has given way to a chilly start to the day. The usual smells 
of the night soil, emptied on the streets before 6 o’clock in the morning, are barely present, masked by 
the cool air.  

A handsome woman, who appears to be in her late fifties or possibly sixties, elegantly dressed in 
black and wearing a hood, is walking across the bridge over the Manzanares, the river that meanders 
vaguely north to south at the western edge of the town. It is still early in the morning and, apart from a 
few trades’ people pushing carts of goods for the market or food for the shops, there is no one else to 
be seen. She stops at the centre of the middle span and turns south to face the river. 

*** 

As I stand on the bridge, ready to jump to my death in the waters below, my whole life passes before 
me.  

Juan, my husband, now dead, sitting there, strumming his harp… that moment when we first met, 
while Diego portrayed me… ‘The Lady with a Fan’. Those first, precious moments together and alone 
in Juan’s rooms…then, as I asked to be his lady friend…our first kiss when he took me home…my 
reaction to his confession of making love to a puta…his reaction as I told him I’d been raped by a 
priest…our first, fumbling intimacies…seeing each other naked…his proposal to marry me... the 
wedding…the birth of Juan Junior…our pride at Juan Junior’s brilliance…our collapse when Juan 
Junior died…when I screamed and could not stop…my insanity and the years in the asylum…the 
miracle of my recovery…then Juan dying, not six months ago.  

I miss them both so much that life has completely lost its meaning. I am ready to go. I start to 
cry. I climb up onto the parapet. I look down at the flowing waters below… goodbye friends… 
goodbye, life…  

  



Chapter 2 

 

That morning, Inés Manuela del Mazo climbed out of her bed earlier than usual. She stepped quietly 
across the bedroom floor so as not to wake her younger siblings, still sleeping soundly. She looked 
into the bedroom mirror as she tied her black hair up at the back and adjusted her side plaits which 
reached to the curve of her back. Her hair accentuated her pale, delicate ears. While her softened, 
round face betrayed her strong motherly instincts, she realised she was not the most beautiful of 
women but that didn’t worry her one bit. She buttoned up her white blouse which exposed her 
shoulders, of which she seemed quite proud. She quickly slipped into a brown skirt. 

By the time she was up, and ready to meet her friend, it was gone seven and she was beginning to 
become anxious. She’d told Francisca de Abaunza that she’d be at her house by 7.15 and would have 
to hurry if she was to be there by then. They needed to be early if they were to benefit from the 
bargains at the Plazuela de Selenque market. Fortunately, Francisca lived in the next road and it was 
an easy walk from the del Mazo’s house in the Calle del Olivar. 

It was almost ten past seven by the time Inés, by then wearing a heavy coat and headscarf, shut 
the front door, came out onto the dusty street and turned north to walk the two hundred varas or so to 
Francisca’s house in the Calle de la Madalena.  

Inés was forty six, fit and active. She had no trouble in walking at a fast pace to Francisca’s. In 
fact, she enjoyed stretching herself a little. She wondered whether Francisca would be ready when she 
arrived. Most of the bargains had gone by 8 o’clock and they still had to walk the half milla or so to 
the market in the Plazuela. She quickened her pace a little more. There were a few other people 
walking the streets at that time of the morning. Two men, dressed in green sleeved jackets and 
wearing black tricorn hats, were approaching her. She recognised them as members of the local Holy 
Brotherhood and they recognised her. They were walking away from the direction of the river, a milla 
or so to the west. 

‘Good morning, señora,’ said one of the constables, the taller and thinner of the two. ‘You’re up 
bright and early! Where are you off to this morning?’ 

‘To meet my friend who lives in the Madalena. We’ll soon be on our way to the Selenque 
market. To pick up some early bargains!’ 

‘Good luck, señora!’ said the tall man’s plump colleague. 

‘Thank you!’ said Inés. ‘I hope you’ve had an easy night?’ 

‘Not too bad for a Tuesday. A few drunks and a bit of rowdiness in the Plaza Mayor but not 
much else.’  

‘Good, good! Must go! I’m late as it is!’ 

Inés continued along up the Calle del Olivar and turned right at the corner into Calle de la 
Madalena. Francisca’s elegant house was along on the left. Inés knocked loudly on the door and stood 
there patiently, breathing just a little harder than she would have, had she not walked so quickly.  

Two minutes later she was still standing there, shifting her weight impatiently from one foot to 
the other. ‘Surely Francisca would be awake by now,’ she thought. ‘We need to be on our way.’ She 
knocked again and moved towards the street to look up at Francisca’s bedroom window. The curtains 
were open but wherever Francisca was, she needed to open that door. She knocked again. She waited 
and waited. In an act of pure impatience, she tried the door handle. The door swung open on its 
hinges. 



‘My God,’ thought Inés. ‘Now what do I do?’ She wondered if someone, a street burglar or 
vagabond, had broken in and hurt Francisca, or, dare she even think it, had murdered her. She decided 
to go in. 

‘Francisca!’ she shouted, as she stepped across the threshold. ‘Where are you? You must be in 
here somewhere!’ Silence. Inés walked quickly up the hall, fearing the worst. She looked into the 
drawing room to the right, then into the one further along the hall to the left. There was no sign of her, 
except that everything looked amazingly clean and tidy, as if she was expecting visitors. She walked 
into the kitchen. Then she saw it: a few, short, handwritten sentences on a white piece of paper. Inés 
picked it up and read it quickly. 

My dear Inés, There is nothing in life left for me. I am going to end it all. I will always love you. 
Farewell, Francisca. 

With great presence of mind, Inés took the note and ran out the house, closing the door behind 
her. Her mind raced and tears ran down her face as she half walked and half ran back to her house. 
Scattered thoughts sped across her mind as she went. Why was Francisca going to end her life? Why 
hadn’t she, Inés, done something to prevent her from doing this?  She felt guilty. Maybe Francisca 
was still alive and Inés could save her from death. Francisca needed help. Where could she be? She 
quickly placed the key in the lock and opened the door. She shouted out, ‘Baltasar where are you? Get 
the horses!’ 

Baltasar was Inés’s younger brother, one of her mother’s eight children, all of whom, except 
Baltasar and the married María Teresa, lived in the house in the Calle del Olivar. He lived in a rented 
house in the Puerta Cerrada, the one in which Juan Hidalgo junior lived, prior to his death. However, 
the builders were doing some repairs to an internal wall so was staying at his sister’s house for a few 
days. 

He would be thirty nine in December. While he enjoyed his work as a baker in the palace 
kitchens, he had never succeeded in his main ambition which, like his father, was to be a portrait 
painter. He certainly possessed the skills. In a matter of a few minutes, he could produce, in charcoal 
on paper, an almost exact likeness of anyone who would pose for him.  

Baltasar was tall, erect and handsome. His rounded face, much like Inés’s, gave him a friendly, 
approachable look and he loved to talk to people. He’d stop and talk to anybody, street beggars, street 
entertainers, vagabonds and even the street whores whom he would occasionally tease but never 
partake of their services. Baltasar had great charm which enabled him to attract the ladies, to the 
extent that he had fathered four illegitimate daughters, all of whom lived with their mothers who 
were, to a minor degree, supported from Baltasar’s modest income from the palace.  

‘What’s the matter, sis? Why the panic?’ shouted Baltasar from an upstairs bedroom where he 
was dressing and yawning at the same time. ‘Thought you were going to market with Francisca.’ 

‘Come down quickly! There’s trouble with Francisca. She’s left a suicide note!’ 

Baltasar’s tone changed dramatically. ‘Be right there!’ A few seconds later, Baltasar was 
skipping noisily down the stairs, two or three steps at a time.  

‘Quick, look at this.’ Inés handed him the note. 

‘She’s got no reason to want to do that. I don’t understand.’ 

‘Nor do I. I thought she was coping well after Juan’s death but now we know she wasn’t.’ 

‘What are we going to do?’ 



‘Go and look for her? The bridge over the Manzanares is the most popular suicide spot. Let’s go 
now. She may not have done it yet.’ 

‘We’ll have to move quickly. Yes, I’ll get the horses. Right now. I’ll just put on my coat.’ 

Baltasar soon appeared, holding the reins of two young horses. His was a frisky black stallion 
which he could barely afford to buy but had decided to anyway. Inés’s was a dappled grey mare, 
somewhat shorter than Baltasar’s mount and more docile so easy for her to handle. Inés deftly 
mounted her horse which almost knocked into Baltasar’s as she swung it around to face Baltasar by 
then firmly in his saddle. 

‘Follow me!’ said Baltasar. 

‘Which way is best?’ 

‘Up to the Madalena and west to the Calle de Merced.’ 

‘No, down to Calnario then Encomienda, surely!’ 

‘No! Honestly, Inés, Madalena goes directly west and we’ll be at the bridge in no time! Come 
on!’  

He pulled on the reins and jabbed his heels into the stallion’s side. The horse flicked his mane 
and galloped up the Calle del Olivar. Inés had little choice but to follow. She galloped after her 
brother, whom she could barely see through the cloud of dust he’d raised. He charged out of Olivar, 
left into Madalena and almost hit a hand pulled cart coming from the west. 

‘Mind where you’re damned well going! You almost had me and my wagon over, you idiot!’ 
shouted the wagoner, a stocky individual with a noticeable paunch, a red face and a dirty looking flat 
cap with a hole in it. 

Baltasar, keeping an eye on the road ahead, raised a hand to acknowledge his error but continued 
apace with Inés right on his tail. They galloped along the Calle de la Madalena, past the Fuente de las 
Relatores and into the Calle de la Merced. Another hazard. Two wagon drivers, each travelling in 
opposite directions were blocking the road. Baltasar and Inés had to stop. 

He pleaded with the drivers. ‘Please señores, move to the side. We are trying to save a life and 
only have two minutes at the most!’ 

‘Whose Christ bleeding life?’ 

‘The lady’s blood will be on your hands if you don’t move,’ said Baltasar with creditable 
patience and coolness. 

‘I’ll go forward and to the side,’ said the second, more sympathetic driver. His cart rumbled over 
the uneven, stony road and out of the way. Baltasar snapped his reins and both his horse and Inés’s 
were soon galloping down the Calle de Merced towards the Calle de la Compania, just to the south of 
the Plaza Mayor.  

Galloping on the roads of the city, while not actually prohibited, was regarded as dangerous and 
unsociable. It was generally reserved for mounted officers of the Holy Brotherhood, attempting to 
apprehend a criminal. So the few people on the streets at that time of the morning stopped and looked 
on in horror as the two of them were riding so quickly and with such abandon. Those near the middle 
of the road, dashed out of the way as soon as they saw the speeding riders who were leaning forward 
over their horses’ necks to give them even more speed. A man in a pinafore, carrying a basket of 
bread shouted out. ‘What do you think you’re doing? This isn’t a race track you know!’ As he lost his 



balance, moving out of their path, he fell against a house door and just managed to hold his basket. 
Two loaves fell to the floor.  

Not everyone disapproved. A lady in a large floppy hat, wearing a purple dress, clutching a small 
dog to her modest bosom and walking towards them from the direction of the river called out to them 
as they sped by. ‘I hope you make it in time!’ She could not know what ‘it’ could be or how much 
‘time’ they had; or maybe she could. 

They lent over as they rounded the corner into the Puerta Cerrada, then straightened up again as 
they passed Baltasar’s house, not even glancing towards it. Other than the intrepid riders, not a living 
soul was present in the Cerrada so they had a clear and unimpeded ride through. They were soon 
entering the Plazuela del Cordon where another hazard confronted them. A troop of soldiers, probably 
Madrid Tercios, were marching towards them with harquebuses over their shoulders. A modest crowd 
of the local populace had formed and were walking alongside them, some even marching to the 
rhythm of the soldiers. The marching forced the two riders to stop. They had no option. Time was 
running out. Inés had all but given up seeing Francisca alive again and tears began to run down her 
face at the thought. Baltasar turned to look at Inés only to see the look of despair on her face as she 
stopped and stared at the mass of people confronting them. 

Then, as if one of the riders had told them to do so, the soldiers veered off to the riders’ left, into 
the Villa de Carcel and out of their way. The riders renewed their gallop. They were soon dashing 
down the Calle de Segoviana towards the Puerta de Puente. Seconds later, they reached the bridge 
over the Manzanares. As they slowed down to a canter and rode across, their eyes scanned the sides of 
the bridge. Their heads bowed in deep disappointment at seeing not a sign of Francisca. Inés cried 
openly and more tears ran down her face. Baltasar leant across and somehow managed to put an arm 
around her. He was almost crying, too.  

They turned around, dismounted and began to walk the horses back over the bridge. Baltasar put 
his arm around Inés’s shoulder again. She pulled out a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. She wondered 
whether they had made a huge error and that Francisca had gone somewhere else to end her life. 
Perhaps at the end of a rope in the barren waste of the Tela, where the old king used to hunt. The 
current monarch, Charles I, could hardly walk, let alone ride a horse. God only knew where she was.  

‘Who’s that?’ said Baltasar, as they were about halfway back across the bridge. ‘It’s Francisca. 
She’s alive!’ Baltasar had spotted Francisca. He could just about see her head, her face looking 
towards them. She was climbing down the side of the bridge and preparing for that last jump, the last 
move she would ever make, unless they could stop her. The two riders dismounted and left their 
horses standing there. They rushed towards her: Baltasar grabbed one of Francisca’s arms and Inés the 
other. 

*** 

‘Go away,’ I said. ‘This is the end. I am jumping in!’ 

‘No you’re not,’ said Inés and Baltasar together.  

‘We are here to save you. We cannot let you fall to your death. You have a lot to live for. If you 
love us, as you say in your note, you’ll allow us to help you. First let’s get you up,’ said Inés.  

It was that word ‘love’ that stopped me. Suddenly I realised what a fool I had been. That simple 
phrase that Inés had uttered, ‘allow us to help you’ also had a profound effect on me. I looked one last 
time at the waters below and couldn’t jump. From that moment I knew I had to continue to live, if for 
no other reason than to be with these friends. I have to admit that I still had little motivation, little 
purpose, other than my friends, to keep me going. 



Baltasar had the foresight to bring a length of rope with him, which he fetched from his horse as I 
clung on to the parapet with my hands and with my feet standing together on the ridge arc at a river 
entrance to the bridge. Inés held onto my arms but wouldn’t be able to save me if my footing gave 
way. I was stuck in this awkward position from which I couldn’t help myself back up. 

‘I’m going to thread this rope around your shoulders and tie it to the parapet. That will at least 
secure you by your arms,’ said Baltasar. ‘Then we’ll work out how to get you up onto the road.’ 
Somehow I managed, while retaining my footing, to lean back enough to enable Baltasar to place an 
end of the rope between me and the bridge. I felt quite frightened because, having changed my mind 
from wanting to commit suicide to wanting to survive, I was scared of falling off into the swirling 
water below. Baltasar quickly placed the rope through, under my arms and tied it to the parapet. How 
they were going to lift me out, I did not know.  

By then a small group of onlookers had gathered to see me in my plight and watch my friends 
struggling. An old woman’s eyes almost leapt from their sockets as they met mine. She was shocked 
into silence. Then two large men, who looked so similar they could be twins, came forward. They 
each wore round brimmed hats and jackets over rough shirting material. 

‘Come on, tio, let’s give you a hand to lift her out.’ 

‘Thank you, señores,’ said Baltasar. ‘If you each hold one of her arms, up near the shoulder, and 
take up the weight of our friend down there, I’ll untie the rope from the parapet. Then we’ll lift her 
out.’ 

Then, possibly prompted by the first two, another two men came to help. They looked as if they 
could be farm labourers. Baltasar adopted the role of supervisor and Inés my comforter. ‘You will 
have to help pull yourself up, Francisca, as these men take the rope and lift you out,’ said Baltasar. 
Seconds later, I landed in a heap of rope and dishevelled clothing on the road. I was safe, if ashamed 
at what I was about to commit, had these gallant people not saved me. I burst into tears. 

‘Please don’t cry, Francisca,’ said Inés. ‘You are safe now and can start again.’ 

I hugged and thanked her, Baltasar and the four strong men who had helped me out of my 
predicament. I felt very strange and still tearful. If Baltasar and Inés had not found my suicide note in 
time and rightly guessed that I would throw myself from this bridge into the river, pounding the rocks 
below, my body would have been smashed to pieces in the torrent. It was almost as if I had died and 
been brought back to life by some miracle of nature. In a way, that’s exactly what it was. I couldn’t 
put my gratitude into words. I vowed at that very moment, never to attempt anything as destructive 
and stupid again.  

The small gathering of onlookers and these kind men who helped Inés and Baltasar rescue me 
soon dispersed and the three of us were left there in the middle of the bridge. Inés spoke first. ‘Let’s 
go back to my place,’ she said. 

‘I agree,’ I said, a little sheepishly. 

‘Climb up behind me on the horse,’ said Baltasar. So that’s what I did. 

We walked the horses back to the Calle del Olivar. By that time of the morning, there were many 
more people on the streets of Madrid and our pace was limited by their scurrying to and fro, about 
their daily business. Not many words were exchanged on that gentle ride but Inés several times cast a 
loving smile in my direction and I responded similarly.  

It wasn’t long before that quiet journey ended and the three of us were sitting at the table in 
Inés’s kitchen. Most of her brothers and sisters had left the house to go to their work or college so, 
apart from Geraldo, the youngest who was still sleeping, the house was empty. 



‘I’m going to work,’ said Baltasar. ‘Have a good day, ladies!’ He headed for the front door and 
closed it behind him as he left for the palace kitchens. 

‘Well, here we are!’ said Inés, attempting to start a conversation with me and pointing to the 
chairs around the table. We each sat adjacent to the same corner. 

‘I’m so sorry, Inés. I should never have done such a thing.’ I burst into tears again and Inés stood 
up to comfort me. She wiped my tears in her pinafore. ‘I promise I’ll never do it again. It was so 
selfish of me.’ 

‘Don’t cry, Francisca. I’m glad you are thinking like that. Tell me frankly: what made you do it?’ 

‘I felt so low. I had lost my true love Juan and was, to be honest, barely coping without him. And 
of course, Juan junior had died either by suicide, an illness or at the hands of another. The deaths of 
these loves of my life just got the better of me and I wanted to end it all. I’m sorry, Inés. I should have 
spoken to you instead of leaving that pathetic note and gone off to the river. It was an awful thing to 
do. I gave no thought to my friends, you in particular, and became completely overcome by the wish 
to die. That’s all there is to it.’ 

‘Just one more question, Francisca. Yesterday you and I had arranged to meet at your house at 
7.15. When did you decide to do it? Before we made that arrangement or after?’ 

‘I know what you are saying Inés and I understand the question. I had been feeling very low for 
days but tried not to show it. I woke at about 6 o’clock this morning. That’s when I decided to do it. I 
got dressed and went to the river. Thank God you found the note! I’ll be grateful to you for ever.’ 

‘I understand, Francisca,’ she said as she stood and put her arm around me again. I managed not 
to cry. ‘It’s no good just living for your friends. You need a different reason. I don’t know what but 
something other than me and my family. You have other friends as well, of course.’ 

‘I’m sure I’ll find something. I’ll think about it, Inés.’ 

‘I will too but better if it’s an idea of yours! I’m not letting you sleep in your house tonight, so 
let’s go there and pack a few things to bring back so you can stay here, maybe for a few days. Oh, and 
we must lock your door!’ 

	


