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				Love is none other than the vast and ample affection that one has for what pleases her…and this love lasts as long as the person or thing keeps on pleasing, because, after that, there is no love left.

				—Curial e Güelfa, I, 133.

				Her whole body still shook, and again, she toyed with fleeing. It was too late. “Is there no reason why, and no one for whom, one should sacrifice love, fortune, life?”

				—Narcís Oller, Pilar Prim.

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Catherine Lacey

			
			 

			Montserrat Roig’s 1972 classic of Catalan literature, Goodbye, Ramona, both opens and closes in a vivid scene of the Spanish Civil War, but if you don’t remember the exact contours of that extremely complex conflict, don’t worry. Instead pay attention to the woman being described on the page, a woman we’ll soon come to know as Ramona Ventura, as she searches the streets and eventually a morgue for her husband while bombs fall on Barcelona. The chapter is full of references that might go over your head if you don’t remember every name of every political faction involved in the conflict, but all you really need to pay attention to is the expert and terrifying description of a war-torn city, and a woman urgently trying to make her way through it.

			Roig, who was born during the Franco dictatorship in Spain, was a feminist and antifascist activist in her mid-twenties when she published this novel, her first. With it, an important new voice in Catalan literature was announced—a visionary who could write about the most turbulent times in Spanish history, but on a personal scale. The book braids three distinct narratives of three generations of women living in Barcelona, all named Ramona, from the late nineteenth century, through the Spanish Civil War, and into the politically tumultuous 1960s. Though the lead-up, immediate carnage, and violent tail of the civil war is an important backdrop to the novel, that oft-novelized conflict is not her main focus. Instead, Roig is interested in what happens to these women—whom they love or are loved by, what they want or are permitted to want—as men in their homes and men in their government make choices that dictate the overall course of their lives.

			As I began reading Megan Berkobien and María Cristina Hall’s English translation, my curiosity led me to refresh my memory of the events that precipitated and occurred during the Spanish Civil War, all of which, I suspect, will feel strangely familiar to the contemporary reader. The conflict began when a group of far-right nationalists, including a large faction of the military, staged a coup in 1936 in response to election results that they didn’t particularly agree with. The battles fought in the civil war caused, by some estimates, a million deaths, and led to hundreds of thousands of executions in the years afterward. In 1939 the war ended—in part because the leftist/centrist resistance couldn’t agree with each other enough to cohesively quell the far-right coup—and the Franco dictatorship began, an Italian-style fascistic government that lasted until Francisco Franco’s death in 1975. There may be some current world leaders who openly admire Franco. They might also be the leaders who see nothing wrong with murdering or kidnapping their political enemies, or suspected political enemies, in the streets of their own country.

			Roig’s opening throws us in the violent center of the Spanish Civil War, but from there we leap backward in time. Suddenly, it’s 1894 and we’re inside the eldest’s Ramona’s diary, just days before she is to marry a man she hardly knows. This is Ramona Jover, a young woman entirely oblivious to what it is her currently unborn daughter will eventually have to live through. Instead, she leads a life of relative calm and luxury, though few would call it a life of freedom or personal liberty.

			The privileges of Jover’s life appear entirely superficial, even a bit alien, when contrasted with her granddaughter’s narrative thread. Ramona Claret is a university student in the late 1960s, still living at home with her mother and grandmother (who, of course, are both also named Ramona). The youngest Ramona gets involved in a legitimately dangerous academic resistance against the far-right government and is baffled and disappointed by her own mother who “went through life constantly disoriented by her husband’s moods, like an awkward little child who doesn’t expect anything from anyone.”

			This youngest Ramona has much higher expectations for the world she lives in, and grander ambitions for her place in it, yet she falls into a similar trap of tying her happiness to an emotionally unavailable man. She’s hopelessly in love with one of the student leaders of the resistance; he, in turn, is so consumed with his own political ideas that he can’t see that the manner in which he treats women is inherently opposed to his professed politics.

			In these three Ramonas we see three possible orientations a woman might take against her own oppression. After an idealistic youth and a subsequent nervous breakdown, our eldest Ramona, Ramona Jover, eventually finds strength in resignation to what a woman born in the 1800s can ever do or be. Ramona Ventura has simply lived through too much war and seen too much death to enjoy the luxury of a real stance or reaction; she seems to accept the brutality and coldness of her husband as the best she can hope for, while admiring her own mother’s strength. The youngest, Ramona Claret, is still in the process of constructing her rebellion against the status quo, but it is a resistance full of real danger—as state-sponsored kidnappings and executions abound. There’s little resolution for Claret, albeit some hesitant hope.

			When Montserrat Roig wrote and published this novel in her native Catalan, her government was still trying to suppress the language. Millions of people spoke and continue to speak Catalan, Basque, and Galician in Spain, but Francisco Franco, like all good dictators, insisted on cultural homogeny; the use of any non-Castilian language in virtually any form of public life was banned and made to seem unpatriotic, un-Spanish, foreign, and not to be tolerated. As I write this introduction, various far-right movements, in my home country and around the globe, are similarly attempting to oppress their own citizens. Goodbye, Ramona, such a vivid and sweeping story of Catalan refusal to comply with this oppression, is a testament to how a language, just like the desire to be free or to love or to learn, simply cannot be contained.

			

			—

			Catherine Lacey is the author of six books, most recently The Möbius Book and Biography of X. Her work has earned a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Whiting Award, and been translated into a dozen languages. She lives in Mexico City.
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			Ramona Ventura

			I could smell the stench from the mouths of the metro, like fermented oranges, and held my breath as I passed the stairs. But what turned my stomach was that stink of feet, of foot sweat, of people taking cover among the hollows in the wall, of those underground because they had no other home. They shook, scared half to death, with every bomb. I, too, was scared but swallowed down my fear so no one could tell I was looking for my husband. It had occurred to him to switch over to the Nationalists. I tried to be brave and was hoping to run into Kati so I could tell her that I, all on my own, with nobody’s help, was looking for my husband. At the library I’d been told that Kati had left early today because some men from the Iberian Anarchist Federation, who had confiscated three cows, had promised her milk for her doorlady’s baby. The baby was called Manuel and he was from Linares, like his parents, and his body was covered in booboos and scabs and his belly was bloated like a balloon because the poor thing was wasting away. His mother was desperate because she’d try to breastfeed, but he wouldn’t latch. She was expecting another baby in two months. Kati had told her, honey, don’t be stupid, you’ll kill him. Mother’s milk sours when you’re expecting. And Kati gave her a hard time about it because a while back she’d told her to take one of those classes that doctors teach in Badalona so she’d know how to go about caring for a baby. Kati wanted me to go, too, but Joan wouldn’t hear of it. He said that if I let myself be seen too much, I’d end up compromising him in the long run.

			I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone that Joan wanted to go to San Sebastián. Not even Aunt Sixta or Patrícia. Joan had said, Mundeta, things are leaning towards the Nationalists. Joan had listened to Burgos radio at the Juncosas’—who belong to “Socorro Blanco”[*] —and had heard that the Nationalists had taken Teruel and were moving toward the Delta de l’Ebre. Joan had told me to keep jotting down the serial numbers of bills that were still worth something. We’d buy the valuable ones, wait for the right moment, and then we’d sell them back for three times the price. Joan was cunning like that when it came to the war. At first, Mother didn’t like that I’d married him. She’d call him a boor and a lowlife who’d never read a book in his life, but she kept quiet once she realized he really knew how to make a living. He’d always make the women from the holidaymakers’ neighborhood in Valldoreix laugh because he’d tell them somewhat colorful stories and looked like a rich gitano. He was always polite to everyone, especially the ladies, and the first time he asked me out for a walk, he gave me a cactus. Joan told me he was going to San Sebastián for a few days, just to get a feel for the situation, and that I shouldn’t worry. But I’m a worrywart at heart, especially now that Mother is in Siurana. She’s in Siurana because she doesn’t want to watch the anarchists burn down churches and kill priests and nuns. She says she doesn’t understand a thing about the war, and that she doesn’t like ordinary people meddling with religion. How, she asks, is Father Pere to blame for any of this? Mother liked King Alfons XIII well enough, but she’d been a Republican her whole life. Once, she and a friend of hers, Pauleta Forns, were dressed in white, carrying parasols and parading around in one of the hire cars all the way from the top of Passeig de Gràcia when another closed carriage started following them, and it turned out to be the King. The photograph was published in Blanco y Negro.

			Joan was supposed to go see a woman from Socorro Blanco who lived on Corts Catalanes in front of the Colisèum Cinema. I just had to remember the words Comalada and Colisèum, in case anything went wrong. But about all the rest, I had to keep quiet and play dumb. Both words began with Co—Comalada-Colisèum—that much I could remember. I was supposed to let Artal know if anything went wrong, but I was not to go to the National Confederation of Labor branch for fear of implicating him. I was supposed to go to his house in front of Plaça de Santa Caterina. But Joan was dead serious when he told me not to go today, to wait a few more days. He said, today, stay put at home. Joan always says I’m a silly girl, a nitwit, and that I’m lucky to have him since he guides me through life. Joan is so smart.

			From the border, he was to go to San Sebastián, where Pujol would be waiting for him. Pujol had made sure that the banks under the Burgos government would extend him credit and Joan was happy as a clam. He was always loving and had bought me a shimmery satin slip with fringe at the bottom on the black market. One day, for the baby we were expecting, he brought home a little porcelain doll dressed like Marie Antoinette that Artal had confiscated at the Bertran i Musitu’s estate. Joan wanted a baby girl. I don’t want a girl. I want a boy. All of us girls are twits. Not Mother and Kati, of course. Joan would say that we’d get rich and that we had to milk the situation. That I shouldn’t fret because everything would go “bust” to the Nationalists’ advantage. That I should keep tending to the framing business with Artal because it was important for the money to keep moving. I had to be on my own for a few days, not long. He would call and we’d meet at Burgos. Joan was furious at Mother for being in Siurana; he didn’t understand her being there and said it was a womanly caprice. See, just another whim of hers, and with you expecting a baby, he’d say. Joan always says my mother is too proud and pretends she doesn’t need anything from anyone. Sometimes they won’t speak to one another for days at a time and I’m not sure how to act. I’m caught in the middle and take all the punches. Kati says it’s partly my fault because I let them tyrannize me, and that I should get a job as a secretary or typist, that she could find one for me at the Generalitat since she went to school with a councilor’s daughter. But I’m such a nitwit that I can barely remember what I learned at the Institute for Women’s Culture. I was panicking at the idea of not finding Kati because without her I wouldn’t be able to solve the problem of my husband’s whereabouts. I didn’t want to go looking for Patrícia or Aunt Sixta. Even though Joan said that if anything happened and he didn’t come back, they’d help me. I was to have faith in Artal and not look for Joan until at least a few days had gone by. But ever since the truck carrying dynamite exploded right in front of the Colisèum, I haven’t been able to breathe, I’m just so distressed.

			And I want to take heart. When Kati finds out, she’ll say I’m brave. When I first met her, I couldn’t even look at her. I thought she was so stuck up and flirty. She was always laughing at everything and when she’d see me she’d say, get a load of this one, what a queenly figure she’s got. She’d make me blush and I wouldn’t know how to react. She’d talk about poetry and books all day, which is why she got along with Mother. People in Valldoreix would say very strange things about her, like how all her friends were naturalists, vegetarians, and freemasons. When we’d have breakfast at Núria’s, she’d look brazenly at everything around her. I used to think she did that because she was a gossip who liked to judge people, but now that I know her better, I think she does it out of curiosity, because she says we have to know everything about the world. Aunt Sixta says women become librarians when they realize they’ll turn into old maids dressing the saints at church. I think Kati is very smart and doesn’t need men. Kati says the war was an awakening, since she realized women can actually be useful and don’t just have to sit around and look pretty. And Joan says Kati is bitter because she never married and that she hasn’t gotten married because no man would want her, that she’s too free-spirited and men don’t like that. Joan doesn’t want me to keep company with her. He says that if I listen to Kati, I’ll end up like her, too.

			When I found out that a truck carrying dynamite had exploded during the bombing this morning, I was terrified. I’d suspected that bad things were happening because the balcony windows shattered to pieces and the sirens haven’t let up since. I ran out to the street like a madwoman and didn’t know which way to turn. I spent a couple of hours around the Colisèum, pacing from one end to the other, but the soldiers surrounding it kept us moving. My legs were buckling and I didn’t dare ask if anyone knew the names of the dead. An old man who was covered in sores touched me, his face wrinkled and dirty. I started running because I felt so shaken. I wandered the streets, disoriented. Since the war broke out, I’d only left the house a few times. I’d go out with Mother or with Joan, if he had the time. It was heartbreaking seeing Barcelona full of scraps and rotting trash. Everything reeked of rotten eggs and boiled cabbage. A lot of houses had caved in and chairs, tables and sometimes cribs and cloth dolls would jut out from among the ruins. Ruins always make me sad. Whenever we’d go on a day trip to see a castle like Burriac and Tona, I’d look at the lonely, unprotected walls and the tears would come pouring down my face. I couldn’t stop them. Joan would call me a crybaby and ask how a bunch of rocks could make anyone cry, that I was such an easy mark. And Mother would stand up for me. Leave her alone, she’d tell him, she’s a romantic like me.

			I ran into a lot of people rummaging through the trash, especially old people and children. They were looking for food. I’d stand back because scraps, boiled eggs, banana peels, bones and rabbit guts have always turned my stomach. But the stench of oranges coming from the mouths of the metro was worse. It was a dense, rich stench that would cling to my nostrils and not let go. I felt dizzy a few times. My eyes would go white and the veins on my forehead would almost burst. I found myself retching next to a building doorway. The doorlady came out and asked, what’s wrong, are you unwell? I told her I was expecting and she said, poor thing, what a shame, in this bloody mess, who would even think about having a baby. She asked if I had a husband on the front and I said yes because Joan told me not to tell anybody except Artal that he was planning on going to San Sebastián. The ambulances sped endlessly by and their grating whistles bore into my eardrum and lingered there for a while longer. I heard an alarm, the fourth in a single day. Only a few people lingered on the street, and those who were out would walk by quickly with their heads down. A dog started gnawing on my shoe. It was all skin and bones. You could count the ribs on its body and its tail was all cut up, its eyes, sad. I remembered Ignasi and started crying.

			Kati’s doorlady told me she wasn’t back yet and asked if I wanted to wait for her. She told me Kati was in Sants because the neighborhood’s provisions committee had promised her real cow’s milk. She showed me the baby, with his hollow cheekbones and bald spots, unable to open his eyes because they were covered in scabs. His belly was hard and swollen and you could see the little purple veins. The doorlady told me that Kati was a very brave woman and showered her with praise. She asked if I wanted to wait and pulled out a little wicker chair; it was dirty and far too low to the ground. I thanked her and said I’d come back later.

			Aunt Sixta asked me why in heaven’s name Joan had gone to the Colisèum. I wanted to say that it was none of her business, but I just said I didn’t know why he’d gone.

			“Are you sure he was there?”

			“I think so.”

			I remembered the two Co’s: Comalada-Colisèum. Aunt Sixta kept sniveling about how terrible the bombs were today and how airplanes, oh Lord, are so unforgiving, whether they’re White or Red. And how so many people must have died. This will never end. Aunt Sixta had Patrícia Miralpeix come over since she lived nearby. Then the two of them started deliberating and arguing about what I should do. One thought I should go to all the hospitals right away; the other, that I had to let my mother know. I suggested waiting to see what Kati thought about it all so that we could make the best decision, but the two of them were already up in arms, saying that Kati was redder every day, that she had always been a modern woman, but she was getting to be too much, that she’d been seen with the militants, going on and on about this and that. Patrícia said the explosion at the Colisèum had been terrible. Did you hear the earth roar? asked Aunt Sixta. And they both said yes, we did, and I replied that I hadn’t been up yet because the varicose veins in my legs were aching and that the windowpanes on the balcony had all shattered. And Aunt Sixta and Patrícia, both speaking at once, said lots of houses had caved in as if they were made of cigarette paper. The black smoke from the fires clouded up the city skies and the balconies were blanketed in dust and filth.

			“Now that’s a damned coincidence, what with the truck full of dynamite.”

			Bodies flew through the air as if made of loose cotton. The soldiers might spend years looking for the dead. They won’t let anyone come close. I suggest you don’t go, Aunt Sixta kept saying. Tomorrow, when things settle down, we can make the rounds at the hospitals. We won’t find anything today.

			“Quite the idea on your mother’s part, leaving now that you’re expecting.”

			I must have made a face, since I can’t stand anyone criticizing Mother. Aunt Sixta always takes the opportunity to harp on her when I’m there. She’s jealous. Apparently, Mother was pretty when she was young. Her skin is so fine and so pale, and her hands are as wispy as moon rays. Her hair is long and thick and mesmerizing. Aunt Sixta is bald and has to wear a wig. She doesn’t have much style either. Kati would sometimes laugh at her for putting her hat on backwards. Whenever we went to Núria’s for breakfast, she’d fidget with her gloves the entire time.

			“If you’re scared, you can spend the night here with us. Our neighborhood’s rather quiet.”

			I thought Aunt Sixta had some nerve. She’s always offering up an arm and a leg, but she never delivers. I can’t keep count of all the times she promised me a male rabbit and then a female rabbit so they could mate. When the war started, she set up a couple of cages in her garden, one for rabbits and one for chickens. I never dared ask for the rabbits. Mother had also bred them, but we ate them before she went to Siurana. Joan gave her three boxes of cigars so she could exchange them for potatoes and livestock from my aunts and uncles in Siurana. Now we ate horse meat and I didn’t want to eat rabbit unless it was from someone we knew because rumor had it they were selling cat meat as rabbit. The cleaning lady had all her cats stolen, all six of them. Mother would take each rabbit rib and coat it in powdered egg and breadcrumbs. That way, she said, it felt like we were eating something different every day. And that would get Aunt Sixta even more riled up since she could only make fried rabbit.

			“I understand that you’re anxious, dear. But you can’t be sure. Joan could still show up safe and sound, and then you’ll have been all worked up for nothing.”

			I kept fixating on the two Co’s: Comalada-Colisèum.

			“You’re stubborn.”

			Patrícia heard that Franco’s air force wasn’t planning to let up on the positions the army had secured on the ground. Aunt Sixta said she couldn’t bear any more attacks, that she would leave Barcelona. That this was hell on earth, let them kill each other if they want. Patrícia told me that Mother was right to have gone to Siurana, but that it was a shame that I hadn’t gone with her. I had to stay with Joan. Of course a woman should be with her husband. Aunt Sixta asked if I wanted to stay the night and said that I should at least stay for a while. But I wanted to leave straight away. I kept turning over the two Co’s in my mind: Comalada-Colisèum.

			“It’s for your own good, honey.”

			Aunt Sixta told me that a lot of real brutes were running around out there. That even though the government had wanted to lay down the law, it hadn’t made a difference. Her husband—who lived off rent payments and had been taken out for a ride only to be saved by a whisker thanks to a cousin who was a communist but a good person nonetheless—listened to Burgos radio every day and had heard about how, whenever the Reds reached a town, they would rape all the women and kill them afterward, always right in front of the church. I replied that Joan also listened to Burgos radio and sometimes to the Italian radio station Verdad, too, and that he hadn’t told me any of these awful things. He probably doesn’t want to upset you, honey, Patrícia replied. Aunt Sixta said that these things needed to be told, and that all of us needed to learn our lesson after all the foolishness that had transpired during the Republic. We’ll also have to come clean before our Lord and Savior about all the crime and atrocities that the anarchists in the “Columna de Hierro” and the “Batallón de la Muerte” commit, and that we mustn’t put Durruti or Campesino, or the Abbot from Santillán, or who knows how many other names that she mentioned, before Him, because He would have no mercy on them or their children. Aunt Sixta knew exactly how everything went in times of war; her husband said we can’t go walking around with blinders on because if you do, you’ll get stabbed with a stake when you least expect it and you’ll never get up after that. Mother said Aunt Sixta kept playing the victim and acting like a crybaby but that she was really a viper. Mother couldn’t stand those helpless women who would get down on their knees when their husbands were around only to dress them down as soon as they were gone. Mother said things to people’s faces. This caused quite a few rows, like when everything blew up and everyone was running about and the anarchists took power and the maid said she was leaving because her fiancé was an anarchist and didn’t want her, the maid, to ruin her life because she lived with people who went to church. Mother was up in arms and said, aren’t you ashamed to do the things you people do? The maid left the house in tears because she really did care for my mother, but two days later a squad came and searched our home and Joan told Mother to stop meddling in other people’s business, what was she thinking? And again, another fit.

			Aunt Sixta couldn’t leave her two girls alone; otherwise, she said, she’d come with me. Patrícia was worried because her husband wanted her home all day and at that time we weren’t at all close to Esteve Miràngels. Patrícia said well, Mundeta, even if your husband dies you’ll have oil and gas to keep you warm. The louse said I’d never known what it was like to bear the cold and that I could find a man any day of the week. But I’m being unfair, she once gave me three sacks of potatoes from the Gualba estate and ten jugs of milk. And one Christmas her husband recited some truly lovely, very heartfelt poetry for me. And when I was first expecting, Patrícia would bring me a chicken thigh almost twice a week. She said she’d buy it at the market in Badalona because, if you were patient and stood in line, you could get it without a ration card.

			I had a plate of lentils and salad and left. I picked up on something strange, something quite new, a taste that left my stomach empty and my mind clear when they both told me they wouldn’t come with me to look for Joan. With my two Co’s, Comalada-Colisèum, I went outside and it was colder than ever. That winter had been freezing cold and the cobblestone was always wet. Barcelona took on an uncanny hue, and my eyes discovered an unknown spectacle of people, of movement; it was like being in another city. On the tram, I heard an older man say the planes had bombed key areas very meticulously, as if they had calculated the whole thing down to a tee. One woman said she was so shaken that she couldn’t keep on living, and that we’d all die from so much worrying, from so many headaches. One old man grumbled that, of course, revolution is one thing, and war is another. The man who spoke first said the spies were to blame for it all. So let’s put them to death, said the old man. And what about Negrín, why hasn’t he ordered that already? Oh, Negrín, the man replied. He seemed to be laughing under his breath. The lady said that her pharmacist’s wife, whose relatives lived near the Colisèum, told her that that morning’s explosion had caused more casualties than the entire war. And I must have turned as white as a sheet because the lady asked, is anything wrong, sweetie? I said no, that I just felt pity for the dead. And the old man said that since all this ruckus had begun, our pity had swelled to such a great size it no longer fit in the world. The woman said of course, of course. The one man told the other that the planes were Italian and German and that they were coming from the base in Mallorca. Yes, a pillager’s no villager, said a woman who looked like she was from Murcia but spoke Catalan and hadn’t uttered a word the entire time. The bombs were potent and had been dropped from at least 5,200 meters. I still don’t understand how the bombs could fall from such great heights and not set the whole city ablaze, we’d be better off that way, said the old man, and then I looked at him from up close and saw his face was all pockmarked. Hush, hush, don’t say such things, the woman said, and she got up to stand near the exit door. The man told the old man with the pockmarked face to be careful or they’ll take you for a fatalist. I kept behind the lady and found myself in the middle of the street again.

			Near the Colisèum, you couldn’t take a single step. The ambulances kept rushing by with their whistles, and more would be coming. They were military ambulances. People were shouting and crowding together, pushing each other and trying to get by. The soldiers kept saying please, please let us do our job. One child was crying, snot hanging from his nose. I’d come in and out through the swirling haze. They won’t even let you through, I thought to myself. On one side, a fat woman with messy hair was offering up lots of explanations. Her face was as red as a beetroot and her belt hung loose from her left arm since she wasn’t wearing sleeves despite how cold it was. I could hear everyone asking her about people who lived nearby and I waited till I was finally standing right in front of her. There were still two couples ahead of me, the first was very old and the woman was crying and constantly blowing her nose. I said, excuse me, have you got any news on Senyora Comalada? And she asked if Senyora Comalada was one of the women from Figueres and I said yes, so she wouldn’t notice my hesitating and refuse to give me an answer. And the lady said that Senyora Comalada lived on the main floor of the house right across the street, in front of the Colisèum, and I turned that way but only saw a wall. That was it, a wall. And my heart wanted to escape my body, it was beating so hard. And the woman said that she worked as a doorlady two houses down and had seen it all and that, thank God, they, she and the house, had been saved by a miracle, but that she was still shaking from the blow and could feel her legs giving way. She said she was afraid that no one from Senyora Comala’s house had gotten out alive, but that I should ask again later. She said the clamor from the bombing had been like an earthquake, as if the ground had caved in and left a very black, very black and very deep, hole in its place. Like two slaps on the cheek from the hand of God. And fires and cries and wailing and ohs and people hanging and arms stirring in the rubble, and the dead. What a shame, she said. Then she looked deep inside me and asked if Senyora Comalada was a relative of mine and I said yes, but then I said no, that she was just my relatives’ acquaintance and that since I’d heard people talking about the details of the explosion on the tram, I’d just been curious. The woman seemed to grow cross and started telling the people around us that sure, wasn’t it just fine and dandy to feel curious about such things. One man said he found it sick and the old lady who kept blowing her nose all the time said a lot of people took pleasure in other people’s pain. The doorlady said that the soldiers spent all morning long ushering the snoops away and that that cost them time and effort. I noticed my legs sweating from my varicose veins but said I didn’t want to upset my relatives, the poor souls, who’d lost two sons on the front. The woman said oh, well that changes things. And she added that if I wanted to find out more, if she were me, she’d go straight to the hospitals. That I wouldn’t find much here. That she could see how overwhelmed the soldiers were. That nobody could understand them. And that they wouldn’t let me go any farther anyway. To the hospitals, trust me. Well then, I’m just telling you this because I want you to calm down, but don’t read too much into it. The woman who kept blowing her nose said oh Lord, if my Lluís is dead I won’t be able to bear it. Thank you very much, I told the woman who lived two houses down from Senyora Comalada.

			Plaça Santa Caterina looked altogether different. Maybe there was more trash than in other neighborhoods, but people walked along unhurriedly and some children were in a circle playing that game about the watchtower being destroyed, la torre en guardia, ¿quién la destruirá? and next to them a bunch of girls would reply that it wouldn’t be destroyed—la torre en guardia, la torre en guardia, ¡no la destruiréis!—and the boys would say they’d go complain, iré a quejarme, iré a quejarme, but instead of saying they’d complain to the Great King of Bourbon, they said they’d go to President Companys. A group of women were chatting and I think I even heard one laugh. I approached them, excuse me, do you know anything about Artal? After thinking it over for some time, one of the women, who was dressed like a member of the militia, said that the name didn’t ring a bell. And another with kitten-like eyes told me to ask a woman who was sweeping the doorsteps out front because they weren’t really from this neighborhood, that they worked here because they were school teachers rounding up children to take to camp once the weather was nicer. And I walked over to the woman who was sweeping. Artal? Come again, she responded, and she seemed livid. I haven’t seen that man around here for a long time. I don’t know who sent you. But they told me that…And she interrupted me, yes, I know, that good-for-nothing bungler lived on the stairs before the war, with his parents. Then they died from all the trouble the boy gave them, and it seems he worked his way up in some strange sort of way. He’s not the only one, you know. Everyone’s taking advantage of the war. And I asked where he lived and she seemed angrier with each question because she said, and you, are you dumb or what? When a man gets rich he doesn’t want anything to do with the life he had before. None of this was ever enough for him.

			Then I realized that night had fallen and that the group of women had scattered and the children were gone. And I started walking up Clarís. And the streets were empty and gloomy. The few working streetlights were dim.

			I thought about the day I met Joan and the day he told me he liked me a whole lot because he could tell I was a clean woman, a neat woman like his mother, and he asked if I wanted to marry him. I said yes and was happy, truly, because I feared I’d end up an old maid. His mother put away the unused beds with sheets and blankets, then draped them with the white linen covers you put on furniture before leaving for the summer. His mother died two months before the war broke out and he cried his eyes out because there was no one quite like her. When I met her she seemed like a nice enough woman, but always busy and nervous. She’d get up in the middle of a conversation to check if there was a single mote of dust on the table. She lived on Carrer d’Aragó and said that if she opened the shutters even a bit all the soot and filth from the train would fly right in and that she couldn’t handle it, it’d be the end of her. She’d have everything closed up when I’d go visit her; my feet would swell from the heat. During our first visit she asked me how often I thought all of the carpets and curtains had to be washed and starched, and I told her I didn’t know, and she replied, well, at least three times a week. When we left, Mother said that Joan’s mother made up housework out of boredom. I also thought that Joan had a wonderful air about him the afternoon we met and I felt a lump in my throat that wouldn’t budge. It couldn’t be, no, Joan couldn’t have died in the explosion in front of the Colisèum.

			The night grew dark like the throat of a wolf and the few remaining street lights made the shadows of the plane trees glimmer. I was cold and hungry. I met Joan one Saturday afternoon in Valldoreix. The neighborhood women waited for their husbands at the station, sitting in the little gardens nearby. They’d come to make stockings, to crochet, to chit chat for hours on end. The women would badmouth those who weren’t around and their husbands, too. If the train arrived at seven, we women who summered in Valldoreix would arrive at five. It was quite a ball. I accompanied Patrícia one Saturday when the train arrived; I saw him immediately. A friend of Patrícia’s told me he was a guest of the Palaus, who lived on the other side of town. The Palaus had a chalet with cypress trees and collected tombstones. Patrícia’s daughter, who was good friends with the Palau girl, had said he was a very nice boy and a jokester with a reputation for being a bit of a rascal. And Patrícia said, young people want to be modern, you know. I looked at Joan and fell in love with his locks of hair, curly and black as coal.

			Not a single tram passed by on the street. And I missed the yellow of Barcelona’s trams like never before. It was drizzling out, and the cold was growing ever more melancholy. I entered Hospital Clínic and a soldier told me to go to the morgue on the other side of the building. I went down a long hallway, its walls damp and peeling, then on to another hallway, then another and another until I saw a kind of side entrance, and I pushed through the door and found myself in the heart of the morgue. There was a crowd of people and everyone was talking. They let out a strange murmur, like a swarm of bees. I caught the scent of death and nearly fainted, but I clenched my fists tight and walked to the other side where a mass of stretchers had people laid out on them. Those were the dead. All of them had tags pinned to their clothes or strung around their necks. I read the first, which said “Unidentified man. Found on Gran Via, cross street Balmes. Admitted March 17, 1938.” I read it three times and the letters swelled and jumped off the page. I didn’t dare lift my gaze to look at the tagged man’s face. I clenched my fists again and planted my feet firmly on the ground. And I looked at the tagged man’s face. It had been blown to bits. His face was like a gelatinous mass. Beside him was a girl, tiny as a doll, inside a box. She didn’t have the same stunned eyes as the tagged man, or a sunk-in forehead, or two teeth jutting out above her upper lip, two aggressive and motionless teeth, or a mouth gaping in anguish. She was a sleeping girl, nothing like the tagged man, and Lord knows if that man was even Joan. And I leaned back on a narrow stretch of wall. And the man in the white coat passed by.

			The gentleman in the white coat asked me what I was doing there. I told him I was looking for my husband, who might be the man beside the girl who looked like a doll, and he replied that they wouldn’t know until tomorrow, that I better not get in the way, that us folks outside were making an unholy ruckus, that I should come back another time if I didn’t mind, that they were quite busy tagging the bodies. I heard a woman say, this morning at least three sirens went off. They’re really trying to get at us, the lowlifes. They were foreign planes doing practice exercises, another woman added. What do you mean, practice exercises? All sorts of bodies keep showing up. And the gentleman in the white coat said, come back tomorrow, tomorrow we can give you a concrete answer, it’s easier to identify the bodies once they’re already tagged. A quick glance and that’s that. I said that my husband could be the tagged man. And he said, oh, three other women have already claimed that the tagged man could be their husband. And at the back of the room, the women’s voices grew louder and louder, it’s not just one bombing, a single bombing we can deal with, this is worse than when they bombed us from the sea. And the white coat told me that they’d call me crazy if I insisted that the tagged man was my husband. There was no telling who they were, not in a million years. He said that almost every head came in charred, literally destroyed, no eyes, no nose, that I should just try and guess how the specific face of some person—of that man, for example—might have been. I didn’t dare look, and the smell of death, of coagulated blood left uncleaned, of sweat, of blood, of corruption, the smell of war that wouldn’t leave me. And then I saw them bringing in a man blown up like a balloon with green juices draining from his ears. And I remembered the days I’d go to the cemetery with Mother to clean Father’s funeral niche, a niche made completely out of white marble with floral inlays and a snail surrounded by shells in the middle, because that’s how he had wanted it. And Mother set down a bouquet of gardenias and daisies, which seemed a strange combination to me, but she said they were more romantic than mallow flowers, which grow everywhere. And the cemetery was quite large, possessing a little square in the middle and, near the back, an assortment of trees whose vines blanketed the adjacent wall. It was always quite sunny when we visited, so we’d go for a stroll. And if Aunt Sixta came with us, she’d always say the same thing: it’s nice to walk through the cemetery on a sunny day.

			The man in the white coat, seeing me brooding in front of the man blown up like a balloon, thought I was looking at him and said, there’s no telling who he was, what his life was like…And right after, but we don’t have time enough to compose poetic obituaries. He explained that he was a doctor and, as he was in charge of the morgue, his colleagues called him the “corpse dresser.” But he considered himself a poet and before the war he had won the Golden Eglantine for his poetry at the annual Jocs Florals contest. He said that he was passionate about verse, a beautiful motif, what could he say, a lark, a fern-filled forest, willows near the riverbanks, a beautiful woman, just force a rhyme into the last bit and there you have it—poetry. And now he was only a butcher who sought to prepare, God willing, bits of flesh that we call human. And I grew dizzier and dizzier, more foggy headed from the smell of death, dense and compact. There was a pile of bones on a stretcher and, on top, a skull that looked like a child’s. The doctor said that sometimes they got it wrong and mixed up the skeletons and that the skulls didn’t match the bodies or vice versa. A beautiful woman’s head on top of the cage of a man, a chaplain’s, for example. Grotesque—and he turned to see the look on my face. But I’d gone pale, the blood had drained from my face, my hands were sweating, my stomach was turning, and all of it—skeletons, craniums, bones, skulls, the man like a balloon, the burned skin, the man in the white coat—whirled around me like a train wheel without stopping, without ever stopping. And the doctor asked if I was feeling faint, if I was crying because I thought my husband was dead. And he told me to go home, he asked me if my parents were around and I told him no. It’s not so bad living alone, he said, and that I should have a cup of linden or lemon verbena tea and resume my investigation the next day, more calmly this time. Nothing’s wrong with me, I said, I’m expecting is all. And he asked when the child was due and I said around summertime and the doctor said, just wait, you’ll see what joy your baby will be born into. And that my husband hadn’t been at the Colisèum, just wait and see. And I said, no, no, he had to be here, he told me so before leaving the house. And the doctor smiled, what a meek little woman. And that I could also try going to Hospital Regional or the Hospital Militar. A lot of people had died and they weren’t all at the Clínic. They wouldn’t fit. Come now, no more tears, he was saying. You’ll see things in a different light if you just go outside. I asked where they put them, the remains, and he told me that I asked very strange questions, that they didn’t lose track of a single person’s ashes because they were kept neatly on the shelves, each with their own tag and number. And afterward? Afterward, we try to find the most suitable place for them. That’s if their relatives don’t show up, but I was a faithful wife and there’d be no chance of misplacing them. And the women’s voices rose again, they aren’t bringing us the wounded today, only the dead; yes, hunks, bits of flesh, the remains of charred skeletons, slices of skin, scraps of those who have met their maker. And the doctor, don’t listen to such talk, you seem like a delicate woman. And that the war had ruined his poetic vein, that he had joined the riffraff. He used to write his verses with care, with an abundance of love: that then had been the time for poetry. He told me that before the war he belonged to an excursionist club and was fond of summiting the highest peaks, as if they could tickle the sky, if only a little. And the doctor in the white coat grew taciturn and said, what foolishness. And that if he had spoken that way, it was only because my pale, sunken face and my desperate eyes had softened him. My eyes. Ignasi would tell me that I had eyes that could truly see. And the doctor in the white coat repeated, I’m not sure what’s to come, a girl like you, sobbing in the middle of this bloody mess, tomorrow you’ll find your husband, just wait and see. That’s right. And that I was tugging at his heartstrings. And that I should stop…It would be stupid coincidence if my husband were there, at the Colisèum. Stop crying. I have a feeling that he’s been saved. Look, he told me, they need me now, but if you’re a good girl and not a bother, you can sit outside in the waiting room where they bring in the wounded. Sit yourself down on a bench and try to sleep for a while because I don’t know how long you’ll have to stay. There’s no need to cry. You can expect it to take hours, the whole night even. More trucks are still on their way because there aren’t enough ambulances. And, he said, we’re lucky that the soldiers help gather the dead and wounded.

			I was tired, my varicose veins tightened the skin of my legs and my feet were hurting on account of the callouses, despite having spent hours at home soaking them in hot water with a handful of salt. So tired that, as soon as I saw him, I sat right down beside him. He rested his head on the Valencian tile and turned his beret in his hands. His lips were trembling as if he were muttering something. He wore a chocolate-colored trench coat and the skin on his face was honey. His eyes seemed glassy, and at their center, a web of small veins, fine threads of blood. His eyes were soft rain. And the old man looked like he wanted to go up in smoke and drift away. I had just begun to nod off, but I hadn’t yet caught a wink when I awoke with a start, my cheek on his shoulder. I straightened up and glanced over to see if he had noticed. The old man with the glassy eyes was smiling, and I thought, what things must be going through his head: that I’m awfully forward, or a tart.

			Are you looking for someone, he asked, and I said, my husband, this morning he told me he had to go somewhere near the Colisèum. You won’t find him, he replied, it’s a madhouse, the left hand doesn’t know what the right hand is doing. They say that they’re only pulling remains from the rubble. And he looked at me in the same way as the disheveled woman who lived two houses up from Senyora Comalada, deep into my soul, and said, you’re quite young, you know. Believe it or not, I’m 29 years old and expecting a child. When I saw you, he went on, I said to myself, look at her, the poor girl, all skin and bones. With such pale skin, like cigarette paper. And pregnant, to top it off. And he asked me if I lived alone. Yes, for now. What do you mean? I mean that it depends on my husband, on whether he’s dead or what. I have my mother, who’s in Siurana, a very small town along the Serra de Prades mountains, near Reus. Damn, he said, those are quite some problems, and what a shame it was for me to have found myself here alone in the middle of this whole mess. Exactly, I replied. War, damn it, he muttered, war. It’s disgusting. I lost my son at Jaca, they shot him in the face, left it unrecognizable, completely disfigured, he said. And he was the most handsome boy in the neighborhood, in Poble Sec. Fun-loving like no other. Hardworking and brave like no other. There was no one else like him, the old man kept saying. On the 19th of June he went to Plaça de Catalunya and wore his brand-new trousers and when he came back they were wrinkled, dirty, and torn, and my wife asked, where did you come from with your pants like that, and I told her, your son’s out making revolution. And they destroyed his face and gave us his wallet with his identification card and a family photograph of the three of us, from the day we went to the port and rode in a boat and when we reached the end of La Rambla we stopped at a kiosk and had some olive and anchovy tapas, the boy and I drinking wine and my wife with her syrup soda, and a man came over and said he’d take our picture for one pesseta and I said, let’s give it a go. And I still have it, the photograph. He showed it to me, a bit torn as it was. The boy was in the middle, tall as a beanstalk, and he rested one arm on the old man’s shoulder, who was a bit younger then, and the other on a woman as short as a stump and with beady eyes like a rat’s. And the boy’s face was round, his cheeks chubby and his hair curly, and it seemed like all the business with the photo was amusing him. And I said how sorry I was that such a handsome and fun-loving boy had died on the front, and I didn’t dare ask what he was doing there, at the hospital. But right away he explained that he’d come to see if he could find his nephew, the son of his widowed sister, she’s going crazy, her only child, just imagine. And what’s there to say, the old man told me, look, stay at home, such things aren’t women’s matters. The boy works—or worked, who knows—in a fabric store in front of the Colisèum. He’s an apprentice. And again, the war, it’ll stay with us forever, the memory of it, it’ll eat away at us for a lifetime like a worm, at us and our children, perhaps even our grandchildren. Now our young people are being taken from us and there’s no end in sight. And many, many years will pass before the people of this country will forget what happened. Because we’ve been so terribly wounded and our sorrows will be buried deep within us, and there’s no happiness ahead that can temper it. And we’ll make it seem like nothing happened here, a spoonful of sugar and everyone will go back to life as normal, but one day, boom, things will reach their boiling point and perhaps the generation after today’s youngest will make some noise. And the old man’s drizzling eyes shimmered like a dragon’s scales or the colors of the rainbow. I thought about Ignasi. And I told him, you’ve sure seen your fair share of things. And him, as I live and breathe, an old dog, that’s me. Before Durruti popped out, sorry, I mean before he was born, I was already at it. I was twelve years old, apprenticing for a typesetter, and I joined a strike because they’d raised the price of bread by five cents. The horses’ hooves, enormous and thick, and the soldier’s swords flew right over my head and I said to myself, boy, they’re going to split you in two but, even if they do, you’ve got to run, you’ve got to run, don’t let them catch you, and I took off through the crowd, and I didn’t know if I’d already been cut in two, a piece of me here, another piece there. And I thought they wouldn’t be able to put me back together. They’d put the women and children out in front because they said the soldiers wouldn’t shoot if they saw women and children out front, but that wasn’t the case at all—they fired. I heard a dry noise, like a crack, and saw the dust rising toward us and people with their faces covered in it, and the stampeding and moaning, ears shot off, heads split open, a man who fell to the ground, another just up ahead, arms bleeding, the street soaked with our blood, the women crying out and the young men shrieking. They raised a hellish racket. And the veins in the old man’s eyes took on a reddish hue, glistening and alive, and he told me, by 1913 I was already a typesetter and we went on a general strike because we didn’t want to work for a fixed price. We had to do without when we were typesetting in Catalan, it was like working in Latin. And the bourgeoisie told us we were unpatriotic, and they asked why we charged extra to print in Catalan, and we told them they weren’t really Christians because they didn’t understand that Castilian typesetters didn’t know a word of Catalan. And the bourgeoisie have never been Christians, only hypocrites, you hear? And the old man’s honey-colored skin turned olive. And he said that once, when he was reading El Sol, he saw a cartoon by Bagaria that depicted an eight-year-old boy who was walking down the street, holding his father’s hand when he saw a man showing off an enormous pin of Jesus Christ on the lapel of his suit jacket. The little boy then asked: Why is that man wearing Jesus Christ outside his clothes? Because, my boy, he doesn’t carry him on the inside, the father replied. And I thought about my mother. Then the old man said, you should have heard me at the Plaça de les Arenes, during the Canadenca strike in 1919. I was just three feet away from el Noi de Sucre, the unionizing anarchist, and my throat was dry from screaming and cheering him on. All of us in the square roared as one. And he told us, keep calm, keep calm, and that we had to go back to work and show that we knew how to keep our word so the authorities would release our fellow unionists from jail. So we went back to work but they hadn’t been freed. So we went back on strike, right back at it again. And the webbed veins in his drizzling eyes grew redder, strained as if they were about to burst. And you were just a little girl back then, no? Then I realized he was talking about things that had happened when I was already alive and I was embarrassed to tell him that I didn’t know a single thing about what had happened at the Plaça de les Arenes. That I had been studying at the Salesianes school for girls and that I went to and from school with Mother. And that I had been furious that the girls from Col·legi de la Presentació had two uniforms, one in winter and another in the summer, and a beautiful black hat, while those of us at the Salesianes had no cap to speak of and only one uniform. I told him I hadn’t been aware of anything to do with politics until the day they’d proclaimed the Republic.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* As Angela Flynn writes, “Socorro Blanco (White Aid) was a Traditionalist women’s relief network established circa 1932.” Its members soon joined Auxilio Azul, which was founded by María Paz Martínez Unciti, a Falangist student-union activist.

			

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			December 6th, 1894

			The day after tomorrow, I’m marrying the widow Climent’s nephew, Francisco Ventura, who saved me the night of the Liceu bombing.[*] The widow Climent isn’t really a widow, but she calls herself one because her husband ran off to Havana with a Parisian dancer. I know because my maid told me, my parents’ maid, I mean, and she knows because of Pauleta’s mother’s maid.

			The day after tomorrow I’m getting married. How funny to be writing such a thing, just like that. I feel none of the ivresse you read about in novels. It all began with my First Communion, then I was a debutante in a long dress, and tomorrow I’m marrying Francisco.

			I like Francisco’s presence. Though I sometimes wish I could find an inkling of melancholy in his countenance, the sadness of romantic spirits from whom we expect nothing in this world. Francisco carries himself well; he’s an educated gentleman, fine and elegant. I can see the tenderness in his eyes when he looks at me. He’s an honest man, and I couldn’t wish for anything more. Father had said, look, dear, you have to remember we come from peasants, and we only grew rich by exporting hazelnuts from Siurana, but the tide could change at any moment. Father says that Francisco has a discreet but steady fortune and that he’s sensible and has Barcelonan roots, and that his family, other than his wishy-washy uncle, is honest and good.

			The first few days Francisco came to visit he’d make me laugh because I didn’t know that men would paint their moustaches to make them look daintier. I’d be entertained while he and Father talked business, eyeing the way he’d curl it with his fingertips. He’d grab a few hairs, give them two or three twists, and move his head one way then the other. Sometimes he’d wet his lips with his tongue. He’d poke it out slowly and run it across the edges of his mouth. His lips would stay wet, shining like two cherries beneath his moustache. When he’d come to visit on the days we hosted—especially when Father was around—he’d straighten his shoulders, his spine stiff, his legs like two posts, his gaze, attentive. He’d prop both hands on a cane with a mother-of-pearl top. He seemed somewhat vulgar to me when he did that. I don’t think a gentleman should try to look like a gentleman. It should come from within, without anyone knowing how it’s done. Francisco’s a moneylender and apparently does just fine for himself. Father’s pleased and doesn’t hide it. And even though Mother argues with him, she says it’s nothing to fret over, and that that’s the whole point, to find a proper man for the girl, meaning me.

			But I felt so old on the day Francisco said, miss, you don’t know how I love you, you’re everything to me. I long for when I was a child with nothing on my mind, when everything made me happy. I spent all my spare time looking out the window, trying to catch a piece of sky, a strip of clouds that would swell and contract. That way I wouldn’t be sad, because the little clouds would tell me all about their travels, and how the world looked small and how America was a green sheet and Spain was so tiny you could barely see it.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* After the anarchist Paulí Pallàs was executed for attempting to assassinate Captain General of Catalonia Arsenio Martínez Campos, a group of anarchists took revenge by bombing the Liceu opera house on November 7th, 1893.

			

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			She had always been the impulsive one. She wasn’t sure if she’d played that part to hide an unhealthy shyness or to stand out or, more accurately, to fit in. Now it didn’t matter one bit what they thought. The feeling took hold of her while she was studying at Anna’s house, who lived on her own, lucky her. Out of nowhere she’d been struck by the joyful urgency to be back by his side, and for them both to be thinking that nothing else mattered but their own little world, just the two of them. They’d been annoyed at one another when they’d gone their separate ways the night before, and who knows if it had just been one of those stupid things that you get over quickly.

			She remembered how, that morning, she’d woken up and lightly pressed into the body there beside her, how she’d needed to feel someone else’s breath, someone else’s existence. Her heart was beating wildly as her fingertips caressed him, just barely so, only to feel the quiver of contact grazing against her own skin.

			How long had they been sleeping together? Everything had happened so fast. They’d gone to bed together after bumping into one another once or twice at that kind of get-together where the passing of time leaves no trace of anything but hysteria and despair. Soon it would be two years on. He’d been a bit drunk that first night and had clung to her—she’d thought: why did he choose me?—while they danced at the jazz club. His shirt, soaked with sweat, grazed her breasts. It had also been the first time she’d stayed out all night. She couldn’t say that everything had gone right; he was nervous and they had to try a few times. Things quickly grew routine and, more importantly, the slow and penetrating knowledge of one another’s weaknesses gave them the necessary reassurance to keep going.

			What she liked most was when he’d kiss the nape of her neck. A soft, numbing shiver ran down her spine and she felt, for a few fleeting seconds, an irretrievable happiness. Afterward, his lips would traverse her in a burning, wavering kiss that gave shape to her body, a kiss that would erupt in a burst of lovemaking. She knew what that kiss represented and she desired it with the sheer pleasure of reckless abandon.

			Why, when everything softened into a single reflection, did he suddenly stop to get a drink of water or to nervously smoke a cigarette? Not daring to ask a thing, she rolled over to recapture her interrupted sleep. Why was he always the one to initiate things and then cut them short, just as the pleasure was beginning? His large, white hands, pale and suspect as death, were sweating. The cigarette fell from his fingers and his face hid an unspeakable fear. But when she saw him sleeping and heard him breathing ever so softly, she wanted to start all over again.

			Before meeting Jordi, the quest to lose her virginity had consumed her. It was a troubling annoyance. They talked about it all day long in the university courtyard—despite the fact that May of ’68 had yet to really influence things—and those who’d managed to have sex loved to proclaim their superiority to the rest of the world. She was scared to confess that she had yet to enjoy such contact, the kind that goes in deep. She’d first felt the red-hot, unrecognizable impulse to have sex in the Capuchin convent[*] three years earlier, when she’d imagined couples coming together on stage or curling up on newspapers in the coldest, darkest corners of the monastic corridors, where they’d then make love. The fever of her seventeen years, an ignorant and cowardly fever, stopped her from exploring the true depths of her thoughts. Each suspicious shadow appeared as two bodies in an embrace, each noise a muffled groan of felicitous vigor. The night of March 9th, 1956, represented, for those who knew how to live it with open eyes, an irretrievable moment of a higher kind in which their darkest, most primal desires aligned with their will to collective affirmation. Not even the bad coverage in the papers later on—alluding to who knows how many stories about rabble-rousing contubernios—could erase the intimate futility of their acts from her mind. It was at that constituent assembly that she’d heard him speak for the first time. He was a sophomore whom nobody knew. His figure towered above the others by the sheer clarity of his reasoning. His speech was measured and calm, like a sedative, and his voice possessed the power to dispel the doubts, confusion, and latent insecurity of university students. He was a leader, despite his young age, and precisely because he didn’t boast about being one. He quickly persuaded everyone to hold their ground. Afterward, during the constituent assembly on April 27th, when the police stormed the university and caused a panic amongst the students, they heard him again, above the screaming, the insults, the moaning and the scattering feet, his words demanding calm.

			She didn’t see him again until one night at the jazz club. And he, the leader, looked handsome beneath the disconcerting lights. His was a rather moral beauty, the kind that made it hard to disguise retrospection and serenity. It was then, in the curves of the psychedelic beams of light, that she came to savor the certainty of that first contact. Because despite the fact that her friends were having sex regularly, now just part of their everyday lives, and despite the fact that the pill was everywhere, her pleasure remained hidden; she still believed that bodies came to find one another because they’d reach, as in a ritual, the height of their mutual understanding. And that would only come after other loving acts, like a long stroll through the gothic quarter, or the kind of conversation that could only take place in the early hours of the morning among clouds of smoke and alcohol, when words were sanctified by their very sincerity.

			She’d spent her whole life searching for her one true love, a great and terrible love, the beginning of a long journey into the depths of night which could only end in death. In those moments, she’d imagine the eyes of one lover reflected in the body of the other, one pair of lips speaking into the other’s ear:

			Tes yeux sont si profonds qu’en me penchant pour boire,

			J’ai vu tous les soleils y venir se mirer,

			S’y jeter à mourir tous les désespérés.

			Tes yeux sont si profonds que j’y perds la mémoire.

			He would poke fun at her name. Mundeta, he’d say, what an old-fashioned name. And then he’d fall asleep beside her without another word. When she saw him sleeping, the silence of his slumber, the sound of his breathing, the image of his presence—they were hers alone, and they would belong to her forever.

			She left Anna’s house fearing unforeseeable regrets. She walked hurriedly. She crossed each street as the cold night air began to clear her head. She wanted to be back by his side as soon as possible, holding tight to a future that was now within reach. She knew that the sex had nothing to offer her, no tenderness, no long night of lovemaking, no sense of wholeness. She was sure that, disaster after disaster, they had come to need one another. Bound by their helplessness, they continued to rehearse their final destruction.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* In March of 1966, more than 450 students, professors, and intellectuals came together at the Caputxins del Sarrià convent to establish the Democratic Students Union of the University of Barcelona.

			

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			In a pleated skirt and matching crepe jacket, Mundeta Ventura waited for her mother so they could walk over to Núria’s. Her nails, painted in Rosina polish, were just the right length. Mundeta liked them long—clear, curved nails, insinuating nails to caress a movie star’s shoulders, perhaps a Rodolfo, a Roman, a Conrad. Mother was late and they’d miss their lunch at Núria’s. Patrícia would be there—that crybaby, as Mother called her, who was now merely the shadow of a man who called himself a Poet. And Aunt Sixta, who looked like an old woman even though she couldn’t be a day over thirty and had a little girl who was just shy of three. But Mundeta’s mother said the wigs aged her.

			Mundeta Ventura opened the latest issue of La Dona Catalana for the second time. This year, we’re wearing our hair longer, and we’ve noticed a trend, especially among the youngest of us: curls in the back. She’d picked up on quite the commotion at the Institute for Women’s Culture, with teachers darting excitedly here and there, and they were all speaking in hushed voices, working up an uncomfortable murmur, an uncanny hum. Mundeta Ventura thought her mother would’ve listened to the radio by then, she would never miss the news, so she’ll tell me about it. Any woman who’s diligent with her hygiene should always keep a bar of almond soap on hand. And Mother isn’t normally late. She started worrying, wondering what might’ve happened. Another new idea is wearing stockings with a different heel, even though this spring women will keep dressing in dark beige, with hints of purple and light brown. She’d like to go up to Valldoreix on Sunday, the air had changed, everything gave off a new scent, springlike, and the trees had stopped weighing everything down like they did in the winter. She’d suggest it. By reading La Dona Catalana, a woman ensures her home’s best interests. She’d say, Mamà, what if we went up to Valldoreix? It’s April, it’s getting muggy and the haze in Barcelona is such a bother. But Mother would look at her and ask, what are you going to do up there, sweetheart? You’ll curl up in a corner and won’t say a word. And again she’d go on, I don’t know how a girl can be so shy, wilting like a rose without rain, a girl like you, who’s so pretty…Mamà sure was pretty, like in that painting Father made of her, with her hair tousled as if a breeze were blowing in through the window. You see, I’d play the Coppélia waltz right here and Father would listen to me. And he would listen, enraptured, and Mother would be so beautiful, with hands as white as a dahlia in bloom, and he would have said play Clair de Lune for me, my dear. And the afternoon would slip away, little by little. And now Vals de las Flores, and she’d say, enough, enough, dear. And the sheer window curtains would billow in the air as night poured in the room. And carrying the last few notes still there inside them, they’d go have dinner. This past year, we’ve noticed a new trend, clustering accessories in the back. Skirts are now asymmetrical, with a hem higher in the front. And Mother and Father’s room would smell like perfume, Coty and Worth, Lasègue cream, compact powders, and thyme. Because Mother liked to tuck thyme between the clothes in the closets, between the linen sheets, silk shirts, and fox skins, pine marten, and astrakhan pelt. And Father would call her my pet, my little squirrel. And they’d both close their eyes at the same time, because Mother said they were always so in tune. And if she asked Mother about going to Valldoreix, she’d reply I don’t think so, no man’s ever good enough for you. And Mundeta would explain, it’s that I’m so self-conscious, Mamà, I’m so skinny, I have no breasts, and I’m lanky, too. Decorated stockings. The most modern designs are squares, zig-zags, triangles, parallelograms, ovals, and plenty more. But modernist décor, with its geometric shapes, is the trendiest of all. And all that oh, darling, I’ll never marry you off, and all day long she’d have to respond with what’s it to me, it’s my problem after all. Mundeta Ventura heard a bellow of hoarse voices growing louder and louder as they drew near. The Catalan woman has always been the most loyal keeper of our faith and of our land’s traditions, you must understand that this is your racial virtue. As if waves of cries were rushing down the streets of Barcelona. Groups of people flocked around the alleyways leading to La Rambla, and their roar took on the cadence of a strange tune. And Mundeta thought, I’m starting to worry, she’s not here yet. Her wisdom that leaves room for joy, her discretion when leading, docility when obeying, the honesty in her customs. And if I were to go to Núria’s by myself? she thought, while the music came and went, messy and jumbled, like a tempest at sea. The crowd’s maddening cries streamed toward La Rambla, and she could hear them, grating to her ear. Go alone? She wouldn’t dare, Mother will get here eventually, and from which your virtues pour into men, and make them good. Josep M. Folch i Torres. She shut the weekly closed, it was hard to focus with all the chaos in the air. No, I couldn’t go to Núria’s without Mother, not because of Senyora Miràngels, nor on account of Patrícia, who was polite and discrete, but rather because Kati, with her cheeky, intellectual airs, wouldn’t be able to help herself and would ask why I’d come all on my own. Then I’d turn bright red just from admitting I was there because all the shouting coming from La Rambla had frightened me. Kati is so indiscrete, with the gall of a woman of the world, but she’s incapable of keeping her nose out of other people’s business. But could that be Mother, running down the other side of the street?

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			December 7th, 1894

			I’m not sure why I’m getting married. It’s just so hard to understand what fate has in store. A woman needs a man by her side, for fear of ending up alone, or of becoming a laughingstock. Especially for fear of reaching old age in poor health and with a withered soul. I also want his calling at our home to end. It seems I just have to put up with them and comply—or come and lie—with Mother hovering next to me. Mother and I don’t understand each other. She’s set on having me become a lady and my whole life she’s kept me from reading, which is the only thing I like even a little bit. She’d have me make lace pillows, bobbins always in hand. Meanwhile, I’d dream of the heroines in books, the saints and queens who’d keep me company every night as I hid in the attic with a candle by my side. Francisco told me he only owns one book, The Good Fellow by Paul de Koch.

			When I’d read in the attic, my imagination would take flight and I’d see myself amid the savage ruins in Siurana, a prisoner of the Moorish king. I’d stop right near a precipice, where I could make out the shadows of the rocks—expectant, quiet shadows—and then I’d hear the rumble of a river and the sounds of howling trees, shrouded in mystery. I was a Christian damsel who would die for her Faith. All by myself at the top of the cliff, I’d rise up magnificently in the air, ascending toward the Heavens, and someone would spy me from a tiny hole, admiring my fearlessness and beauty. And people the world over would praise my bravery. And I’d be made a saint. I was only ever happy when I went to Siurana and Grandfather would tell me the stories of wandering gentlemen whose spirits still drift around the hillsides in Prades, brothers who’d morphed into animals because they’d offended Our Lord, and damsels who pined over lost love. Sometimes, when the Spanish-speaking padre at school would tell us that Our Lord was our celestial lover, I’d close my eyes and dream about an eternal wedding night by His side and I’d feel such a sweet tingle in my breast. At some point I thought I’d become a nun, but the madres de la Presentación seemed sad and I’d daresay their lips are cold, icy as death. If I had become a nun, I would never have met Francisco, my amoureux, who’ll cover my body with kisses and tears. Of course it’s hard to find a lover like Jesus Christ, a lover who can please you in every sense. When we’d go down to the little chapel with light-blue trimming when it was time to pray the rosary, I’d look at the Sacred Heart of Jesus with his pink mantel and open wound and want to cry, he had such a sad look in his eyes.

			I’ve been so busy these days. I had to get a mannequin made so I don’t have to go to the dressmaker and can dedicate all my time to the dowry, which is never finished. I haven’t even had time to celebrate, what with all the bustle around the wedding. Even so, whenever Francisco came, Mother would never stop watching. We’d sit on the sofa in the Japanese living room and she’d pretend to sew or stitch the monograms on my linen sheets while she followed each gesture with her gaze and listened to our every word. The first time Francisco put his hand on mine, I felt a shiver run down my spine. But he took his hand right back because Mother started clearing her throat. There’s no way I’ll get to know my future husband. When I have a daughter, I’ll leave her alone.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Jordi was looking at her. Darling, he said, you already know, don’t you, that one day I’ll have to leave you? I don’t know why you didn’t just stay at Anna’s. You should be studying, he added in that know-it-all voice of his. A know-it-all or a fairytale hero? Jordi’s eyes gave off their usual calm, as if everything in the world was clearly within reach, as if happiness was only a matter of attitude. An upright attitude, that of a model student in the eyes of professors whose consciences keep them up at night. Tes yeux sont si profonds qu’en me penchant pour boire, j’ai vu tous les soleils y venir se mirer. Why is it that only poets know how to capture moments of shared tenderness? But deep down Jordi didn’t want to ruin the night and he was happy that Mundeta had left Anna’s. Keep running your fingernails down my back, Jordi was saying, that feels good, go a little slower. Yeah, that’s a small freckle. My mother used to draw it on when I was little. Mundeta laughed and mentioned Freud, hoping to come off as disinterested, hoping he’d notice the burning warmth of her skin. No, darling, Jordi grumbled, don’t bring Freud up right now. And he kept saying, over and over, that she was his girl, the best there ever was. The rustling of Jordi’s words tickled her ears. Always? Here we go again, he said, oh ye of little faith. And he laughed, showing his teeth, gleaming and radiating health. It always comes back to this, Mundeta, you and your eternal jealousy. You should be studying tonight, he concluded.

			Well of course, sweetheart. Let me say it again, of course I want to be with you. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. A laugh that flushed his face. A kiss on the neck. Wow, I’m really happy, you know? He was happy and so was she, already melting just from hearing him say it all out loud. The longest night of their lives, and the most intense. It was enough just to be there, looking at one another, seeking out the sun in each other’s eyes. But she still wasn’t convinced, that’s what you always say but you never make up your mind. You’re just confused, my little bird, you’ve got it all wrong. Lay on your side, you want me to tickle you? Oh, I’m just getting started! Here we go again, yes, I love you. I love you. Liar, under her breath. And again with that whole pretense of a man who needs no one but himself. It seemed to her that he exaggerated that whole act when they were in the throes of love, if only to hide what was evident by now.

			Evident? Jordi’s eyes—one minute cloudy, the other as clear as ice. S’y jeter à mourir tous les désespérés, tes yeux sont si profonds que j’y perds la mémoire. And she never understood where love stopped and oblivion began. She tried to stay strong, I can always be with someone else. But you stopped studying on my account, right? And what about all your crying when you talk to me about going out with Nito? Nito, he went on coldly, what a bastard. Are you okay like that, on your side? How slowly words emerge when delivered in the silence of love! Love? she repeated after him. Yeah, and I’m not lying today, he whispered. Tomorrow, who knows? No one knows what tomorrow will bring. Time dictates our weaknesses. Come on, lighten up, just you wait, Mundeta, and see how the right words burst out! Darling, he repeated with more and more enthusiasm, I love you more tonight than I ever will again. Lean on my shoulder. No, your head, too. On my arm or else your neck will hurt. Don’t make me say I’ll still love you tomorrow. No, Jordi himself didn’t know, and everything that happened that night seemed an omen.

			He said that the curve of her body had come out of a Botticelli painting. Primavera. Mundeta sighed and he wanted to know why. No, I won’t tell him. She found it hard to choose between pleasure and the nascent sense of desperation taking shape within the shadows of their happiness. And Mundeta had wanted to scream that yes, her sighs were in pleasure, and she had wished Jordi wouldn’t notice how fear was swallowing her whole. She wished she could stop time. And she laughed hysterically, to chase away those fears. She thought, I’ll lose my memory there, deep within his eyes, I’ll melt away. But her laughter grew louder, sharper, more unhinged, more piercing. She yelled to keep the tears at bay. Jordi whispered to her, you sound like a chicken when you laugh like that. I’m half expecting you to lay an egg. Come here, my love, come closer. He stroked her earlobe with the breath of his words: I, my darling, am the happiest man in the world. He was also shouting. But sometimes it seems like you’re a caged bird who wants to fly away but doesn’t know how. And Jordi, the image of him, began to blur beneath the burning heat of palpable happiness.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			December 15th, 1894

			We came to Paris on our honeymoon. Father said we could’ve just gone to Montserrat, but Francisco got all worked up and said we should be more original than most Barcelonans and that you only walk down the aisle once. We arrived three days ago and there’s a bathtub in the hotel bedroom just for us. It’s made of pink marble, with golden faucet handles fashioned into little cherub faces. When I bathe, I imagine I’m Chaste Susanna and someone’s peering in at me from the little window.

			My skin hasn’t changed and neither has my face. I can tell my body looks young, my breasts got their shape when I was thirteen, and I like looking at myself in the mirror with my hair down. I put on the two blood-red rubies that Francisco gave me. They look like two stains against my pale skin. I’m beautiful. When I walk into the hall of mirrors at the Liceu, arm in arm with Francisco, everyone’s going to ask, who’s this beautiful madame? I don’t want to give up anything in life. I’ll be so happy by Francisco’s side. I’ve become Francisco Ventura’s “joy,” his “light,” his “queen,” without even realizing it. And my blood rushes whenever someone calls me “Senyora Ventura.” I can see myself dancing with him on a terrace in Versailles, under the moonlight, a few willows in the background, surrounded by very young and very beautiful people donning majestic dresses and sparkling jewels. And their smiles and sweet dances and French champagne and those little, twinkling blue lights—not a care in the world.

			I was born to love you alone,

			Ramona, love of loves,

			I love you more than is possible,

			And this love of mine’s so tender

			I want to live eternally

			Among your enticing charms.

			Your admirer, Francisco.

			Not a day goes by that I don’t find a token of his love, in Spanish verse, among the folds of my clothes, beside the silverware, between the perfumed Parisian soaps. His tenderness makes my heart race and I dream up endless scenes of passion, love, and happiness. When he kisses me, I can see my father’s image fade away—he always loved me more than mother did. And Francisco’s caresses—he sinks his hands into my hair and spreads it out on the sheets—are different from my father’s, who’d hug me on nights when he’d come back from the Liceu so I wouldn’t be scared of the dead. And then I get the feeling that a beautiful time in my life has passed.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Soon enough Mundeta was caressing Jordi inattentively. She saw Nito’s face there in the shadows, then Jordi’s eyes and her father’s eyes, too. Like three alternating masks, each with its own mocking expression. She was struck by a thought: why do the passionate exertions of men take the shape of wrinkles around their lips? Tension, passion, and relaxation follow in quick succession. A man’s face grows older and who knows if that premature aging is the result of some abrupt detachment. It’s as if the two of them wanted to convince one another that every kiss, every caress, every loving act represented the clearest signal of a definitive farewell.

			The worst of it: neither the weight of bodies once desire is sated, nor the shyness, ignorance, or unfamiliarity provoked by silence, cause as much distress as a lover’s aged face—the mirror image of the beloved—as it betrays an inalterable sadness; with each new labor of love, a man inevitably ages and there, on his senile face, the irreducible difference between the sexes grows evident.

			Why her father’s face? It was the one that stood out each time Mundeta learned how to love. A cheek, an ear, the locks of hair, images that flashed behind her closed eyes would follow in turn: first those of her lover, then those of Joan Claret. Her father—who rarely took on such a clear image before his children’s eyes—now tangible. He was the family’s backbone, a man endowed with an enviable will, who scorned displays of emotion and his wife’s unhappiness. Mundeta hardly knew anything about him. She remembered, however, that she had once come across him in the corner of the hallway, his eyes misty and his voice hoarse. Mundeta, he told her, your mother doesn’t want to go out with me. And his lips trembled, out of rage or desolation she wasn’t sure. Her mother just sat there, next to the brazier table on the darkened balcony, unmoving and with a fragility that hardened her. Get dressed, her father had said, we’re going out. And she had refused in a childish huff. He suggested several attractions, all to no avail. She held firm and triumphed. Mundeta, her back against the wall in the half-light of the hallway, listened to how her father ranted and raved. You see, there’s no living in peace with your mother. And on top of that, your grandmother’s never far behind. I’m all on my own, nena. Joan Claret’s voice was rough from the alcohol and he never spoke that way again. He went back to being the strong, unyielding, distant man among a family of women. And it was during those most intense moments of love that her father’s solitary and desolate face, spotted from the back of the hallway, would return in full force. All of her lovers resembled him.

			Not even an hour had passed since Jordi had told her that she was like a caged bird trying to escape, but that didn’t know how. He was right; she wanted to go somewhere far, far away. But she was also well aware that she’d just shrink back again and again, compelled by the dark destiny of her cowardice. She longed to disappear from her own little world, to leave the city, a city heavy with fog and dingy shades of gray, a dirty city, low-ceilinged, damp and raddled. To abandon her loved ones, a sad procession of ignorant nobodies, the gloomy houses in Eixample, balconies with no view other than the shabby tiles of the Eixample patios, with no bedrock underneath but cotton and yarn stores, and to forget the uniformity of the streets, the unpleasant smells emanating from the courtyards. Hers was a city enclosed by invisible barbed wire on all sides. She had to flee. She wanted to picture the world as full of opportunities, just as Jordi did. Just like Jordi, rootless as he was, someone who didn’t believe in true love, the son of expats and raised in Mexico, who was capable of loving all women at once, all those who offered him warmth in the great spectacle of love. To change and change again. And constantly get pleasure from it. To give yourself away to the seduction of freedom. Not putting down roots in anyone or anything.

			The future Jordi proposed was a beautiful one. But that night she could passionately surrender to those designs on freedom and the next morning she’d be nostalgic about the crispness of Barcelona’s fall afternoons when, as a little girl, she’d come home exhausted from her long, monotonous summer holiday and the city would offer itself up in all its crystal-clear, shining glory. When the rumble of the trams would give way to a continuous, drowsy clink clink clink amid the solitude of the streets. When the people passed by peacefully on Passeig de Gràcia, or La Rambla, the “boulevards,” as people from Eixample would call them. After a downpour, the torrents would stream down the moribund leaves of the plane trees. The balconies were dripping wet. And you could hear the tireless burbling of the gutters. The city was dozing off and a fragile zephyr of geraniums filled the air. And she watched in awe beneath the light that had climbed its way into the courtyards—streaks of moon against an orange-colored sky, among the fraying clouds undone by fall drizzle. At times a downpour would soak the soil and Barcelona would calmly stretch out its limbs. And when Mundeta dreamed of the fatefully disappeared city of her childhood—a city that perhaps had never existed in the first place—Jordi, if she’d managed to communicate her nostalgia, would poke fun at her and say, Mundeta, you’re someone different every day, and that, as contrary as it may seem, is its own form of decadence. Wistful in the morning, adventurous at night. You play the many roles of just about any-old movie star. You go from happiness to sadness, from lamentation to sheer joy with the snap of a finger. You’re both an old woman and a girl, never a mature adult. You’re soft and mild like honey and as fleeting as a fox. I’d like to know what the other little women of your “extraordinary” family are like.

			Mundeta kissed Jordi on the cheek. He slept face down. She thought about the women in her family and wanted to imagine them living other lives. She saw them in shadow, their cloudy images growing thicker, denser. Her eyelids grew heavy and she went to sleep.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			December 17th, 1894

			They say the most beautiful women in the world are in Paris. I shudder at the thought of leaving this city, so mercurial and passionate, without ever really knowing it. I will have slipped in and out like a mere tourist. Not even the dark, winding alleys I glimpsed from the hire car—those shadowy and sinister streets that make my heart flutter—or the women treading the snow, smug with sin, or the artists and romantic, bohemian bards, will have made their mark, leaving me with but a sigh of longing. Sometimes I think I’ve been here before, in Paris, and that I’ve danced a thousand waltzes with different men, European aristocrats who’ve loved me with frenzied passion. But other times it’s like there’s a whisper in my ear saying no, Mundeta, no, this isn’t for you, leave, go back home.

			I can’t quite put my finger on the joy of Paris, that sweeping, wishful joie de vivre kept for those who’ve tasted freedom, the exoticism of other countries. I can’t seem to catch an enticing gaze—as they say in romantic novels—not one tormented glance, no shared madness or inviting smile. None of the ivresse of love. The men who stroll the Tuileries amid the dark fog and biting cold look just as content as the Barcelonan gentlemen who walk down Passeig de Gràcia. And since I suspect this will be the trip of a lifetime—what other occasion might a woman like me expect?—I don’t want to miss a single turning leaf in Bois de Boulogne, not one tree in Vincennes, not a ray from the light posts weighed down by the snow in Pigalle, not one drop of the icy Seine, not a single slate of cobblestone in Montmartre. I’d like to call up the secrets in each home, flaunting the wanton ways of a city like this, nocturne even in daytime.

			Francisco only wants to go to the Louvre and see the mummies and he says the dog cemetery is proof of the French sympathy toward animals. Francisco really enjoys animals and flowers, but he finds the grand promenade at Champs-Elysées and the avenue at Bois de Boulogne gaudy. And I’m just itching to go for a stroll there. I’m always yearning for something anyway. Neither the gardens nor the parks, nor the lakes and arcs de triomphe, nor the rooms in Versailles, nor the majestic Louvre and the heavenly and infernal cabarets, nor even the charm of the dog cemetery nor the pink marble bathtub will make me forget my city. When I think about it, Paris feels just as stingy and provincial as Barcelona, only it isn’t mine.

			It’s hard to believe, but I’ve spent my whole life half asleep in that hovel in Gràcia, pining for different and exotic worlds on rainy days when the sky hangs low, but as soon as I get a foot out the door, I already miss it. I’m a nitwit. To top it off, Francisco’s verses in Spanish make me feel like even more of a stranger.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			Mother got there agitated, jittery, and kept saying, oh, Lord, as long as there’s no bloodshed. Mundeta—Mother suspected she’d never marry—wasn’t listening to her. Now that she’d arrived, she no longer had to go to Núria’s by herself. She craved the hot chocolate at Núria’s, the scent of freshly prepared chocolate wafting through the air, served right off the stove. That afternoon, she wouldn’t miss out on having some, not for anything in the world. She’d dip melindro after melindro, watching the passersby out front. Mother and daughter would cut through the streets from lower Sant Pere, where they’d pass the Institute for Women’s Culture—shorthand, embroidery, spelling, and sewing—until they got to Núria’s. Mother was flustered, out of breath from all the running and still hadn’t uttered a single word that she could make out. They ran into several groups along the way. They could hear cries, all kinds of noises booming. A few flags could be seen here and there. She’d been late because she’d stayed at Pepita the dressmaker’s home to listen to the news on the radio. Every afternoon at Núria’s, they’d listen to faraway, sentimental, languidly exotic, Argentine tangos by Irusta, Fugassot and Demare, played by a trio of women: piano, violin, and cello. People would call them Roaster, Fuck-a-Sock and His Mother, and Kati would split her sides laughing while mother would whisper in Mundeta’s ear that young women shouldn’t say such things. Because a young woman should not have a sense of humor, otherwise what would people think? Words should be taken from a single perspective, flatly, with no innuendo. Pepita had come from Montjuïc and said no one could get by, what with all the crowds. The cars seemed to fly over the multitude, and they made such an unbelievable racket. As they crossed Clarís on their way to La Rambla, Mundeta heard a torrent of hoarse voices pouring down from Plaça d’Urquinaona, startling the pigeons. Mother was losing her voice and the buses passed by, chock-full of workers who were yelling this and that about Cambó and something or other about Marcià. What are they saying, Mamà? But the voices were drowned out in the ruckus. Mundeta found tangos moving, especially those about tender love stories with sad endings. Or tangos like La cieguita, that little girl with big, blind, empty eyes who could hear the cries of other little girls as they jumped about and bitterly asked the old lady, how come I can’t play? Almost like a page out of Folch i Torres’s Pàgines Viscudes.[*1] Or tangos that had something bitter to tell, like “Esta noche me emborracho” and “La compartista.” The more bitter the story, the more Mundeta liked it. Above all they needed a beginning and an end, as in life. The buses flew by, rattling the cobblestones underneath. Somewhere far away, people sung “Himno de riego”[*2] and “Els Segadors.”[*3] Mamà, we could go to Núria’s straight away so you can catch your breath while we drink the hot chocolate and dip our melindros, and you can tell me about…Mother wasn’t listening, she walked faster and faster, exasperated by the hustle and bustle. All worked up, she kept saying, oh, Mundeta, I didn’t see it coming. Everyone told me. They’d said it was a done deal, that things are changing. It couldn’t have ended otherwise. Mamà, Mundeta said, you’re in quite a state, slow down a little, tell me, what has you so frightened? Frightened? her mother asked. I’m panicking! Panicking? Why are you panicking? We should go talk to Father Pere, Mundeta, he’ll clear it all up. What about the hot chocolate, Mamà? But Mother wasn’t listening, what a child you are, silly girl! Can’t you see what’s going on? Mamà, Mundeta said, barely keeping up, you’re making me nervous, tell me, stop, don’t go so fast. But, child, the Republic! They’ve proclaimed the Republic!

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 A weekly publication of Folch i Torres’s reflections on current events.

			

			
				*2 The anthem of the Spanish Republic.

			

			
				*3 The Catalan national anthem.

			

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			January 10th, 1898

			I don’t like housework. I can’t take care of it. And ever since I fought with Mother over the inheritance from Father, I simply can’t manage. She used to come have a look twice a week, and I must admit she had taste. No one has taste in Gràcia. I don’t know how to arrange the furniture and the art, and I spend all day shifting them around, moving them from one room to the other. I can’t even count on magazines since they always arrive late. Everything would be different if we lived in Barcelona, but here I am, cooped up in a vulgar, gossipy rattrap! Ever since people started saying Gràcia is now part of Barcelona, I’ve been straining to hear the city bells, to get a whiff of the winds drifting in from the sea, carrying memories of the shore, which I can’t see, and of the bustling people who work down there.

			But I, someone who never leaves home…Monday, laundry; Tuesday, hosting and letter-writing; Thursday, escudella i carn d’olla; Saturday, deep cleaning; and all the other days, dusting away the filth that sneaks in through the shutters, arranging the drawers, ironing the whites, scrubbing the rugs with ammonia, starching the sheer curtain underlays, tending to the plants on the balcony and Francisco’s palm trees. And then there’s the silverware, which should be shiny but never is. I can scrub it with sand all day, but it instantly turns black again. I obsess over the silverware and crystal, which wouldn’t shine even if I used up all the vinegar in the world. I don’t like cleaning our home.

			And the only way to get the silverware to shine like it’s worthy of a palace is to do it myself. You can’t trust a servant. It’s hard to find a clean maid in Gràcia who won’t try to fool you when you make her go to church. The clean, religious ones might as well wear a hat and go out to town, they put on such airs. I got quite upset yesterday, especially since Francisco makes himself scarce whenever an issue comes up and he leaves me to fend for myself. I had to dismiss the cook, even though her bacallà a la llauna is terrific. Francisco said her seasoning was different from the one at the Continental.

			First, she started buying herself fine clothing, and one day she showed up in silk stockings. She was showing them off, flaunting them, even though she knows I only have one pair. When I politely chided her, Fàtima talked back as if I were just another girl off the street. I asked her where she’d gotten such a brazen attitude and told her she could be on her way. For days I’d wondered about how uppity she’d gotten and wanted to see that pile of fine clothing for myself, that lady’s wardrobe she’d been donning. I suspected she was milking me. When I made her show me her luggage before she left, she unwrapped each package unhurriedly, putting it right under my nose. The nerve. We have to keep them in check, these little sewer angels.

			Now I have to look for one I can trust, maybe from a shelter or an orphanage, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to clean the crystal and silverware my whole life. The dumber, the better. But they’re so quick to pick up on bad habits. Pauleta Forns went through quite the debacle. She had a tidy, polished maid who went to church and would even go to rosary. One morning Pauleta noticed she hadn’t gotten up, so she went to wake her and found she had a deathlike pallor. She gave her a shake, shoved her, and slapped her a couple of times. But she wouldn’t budge. It was like the blood had been sucked out of her. Pauleta was frightened and called the doctor. It turned out the maid had had a baby that very night, and she’d chopped off its head and dumped it in the latrine. After grilling her with questions, she ended up confessing between all her crying and moaning. They put her through the wringer and even found the remains. Pauleta hasn’t recovered. She’s been indisposed for quite some time. And it’s just that they’re in your own home, with your family, and you give them clothing and free food, but really you know nothing about their lives.

			Francisco told me he wants a cook who can make properly seasoned bacallà a la llauna. I got upset and told him he only cares about the cod and the palm trees on the balcony. And he’s been so meek and affectionate ever since. Today, he wrote me another verse. But I’m starting to get tired of his lyrical little keepsakes. There’s a big difference between what he writes for me and what he gives. When he hugs me and I expect so much more, his hands shake and falter. Then he scratches his beard, as if it were nothing. Or he twists his moustache. And I feel just like the Chaste Susanna in the etching hanging in our bedroom.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			“Wake up, nena—breaking news: they’ve closed the University of Madrid.”

			“Don’t call me ‘nena.’ Shut the door, you idiot! And, hey! Check if the newspaper’s here while you’re at it.”

			“Listen here, toots…you’re only happy when you’re telling people what to do.”

			First Mundeta stuck out one arm from under the covers and, after checking to see if it was warm enough, pulled out the other. It seemed like she’d only gotten a few minutes of sleep since 7 a.m., when Jordi dropped her off at home. She felt that all-too-familiar burning sensation in her throat and how her tongue, heavy and parched, took up her whole mouth. She wanted to go back to sleep and noticed how her body weighed her back down into bed.

			“What time is it?” she screamed at her sister, who’d just been in her room.

			“Around 10, you bum!”

			10 a.m. and she hadn’t focused on her schoolwork for three days now. 10 a.m. and now there wasn’t enough time to get her notes from Anna’s place. Getting up is such a drag. She stretched out her legs and felt a pleasant tautness. She let each leg drop to the side. Her throat gummed up like licorice, like Juanola cough drops—do you remember, in school, when you’d hide them under your skirt, between your knees, so that Mother Superior couldn’t see them? She could smell the alcohol on her breath, even though she’d barely had two glasses of gin the night before. You’re delicious when you drink, Jordi had said.

			“Here’s your newspaper, boss.”

			Gèlia chucked that morning’s Correo at Mundeta as she pulled her sister’s bedspread from the foot of the bed. The top half of Mundeta’s body was exposed. She’d slept naked ever since she went to England and realized that’s how they did it there. But she covered up her breasts, and that damn stench lording over her. She lit a cigarette.

			“The only thing sisters like you are good at is being annoying.”

			“Oh, how wonderful! Not even a thank you for bringing you the news in the morning, ahem, I mean the crack of dawn—for you, anyway. And you haven’t said a thing about the university shutting down.”

			“What about Madrid?”

			“They’ve closed the university.”

			“Yeah, I heard you.”

			“And?”

			“I’d expected as much.”

			She was lying. It was Jordi who’d expected it. The topic of Spanish universities possibly shutting down had come up the day before during a long, drawn-out, chaotic argument with Enric, his political rival. Or, the most important universities shutting down, in any case.

			“Oh, come on, you smartass! You always know what’s going to happen. I wish I were at Uni so I could be the smartest person around.”

			“Enough, get out of my room, unless you want me to get up and give you a…”

			“Go to hell! I’m telling Mom you didn’t sleep at home again last night.”

			A slam of the door and Gèlia was gone. She smoked slowly, drag by drag. The ashtray was just out of reach and she let the ash fall to the floor. Her mother would say, it’s not like you’re the one who does the cleaning around here. The maids, as you well know, won’t take care of it, so I’m busy making sure the house is kept clean and decent. Now you’ve said it: decent. But her grandmother, who isn’t as dim-witted, says that decent women are only that way because that’s all they can be. Everything going on in Madrid must mean that exams will be postponed. I’m feeling better all of a sudden, I’ll call Jordi to see if he wants to go for a walk and…No, no, I just spent the night with him and I’m feeling wiped out. Come on, Mundeta, don’t go fooling yourself. You know you just don’t want to risk rejection. You know you’d prefer to be more like Telele, who gets whatever she wants using her feminine wiles. Knowing to always keep quiet, to pay attention to men when they speak, Telele…Poor you, thinking you’re wasting your time on Jordi. That he’s not worth it, that it’s better to just move on. Liar, you’ll never break up with him. There’s no denying how he initiated you, how he imparted all that hard-won knowledge about university politics. And who knows, maybe you’re nothing but inspiration for his novel. One day you’ll appear in some book by the Jordi Soteres. Where did he end up, you’ll wonder. He was a guy who put on bookish airs, whom I had to instruct in this thing called love. And you’ll lie again, because you two are nothing more than puppies playing naively at perversion. Maybe what I like most about Jordi is that he leads the way. What a dignified way to be overshadowed. “Dignity,” there’s a word my father would say, just like “faith” or “honorable family” or…Father, who says grace but who’s never been to Sunday mass. Who just shuts himself up in his office when he’s home and doesn’t want to see us. Father, with his shady business dealings that no one knows a thing about, not even Mother. Father, who goes to Hamburg and Amsterdam a few times a year and always comes back in a terrible mood and with bags under his eyes. Father, the inscrutable man with a mysterious face. There you go, Mundeta, even when you’re alone you dress everything up as literature, and the cheapest kind at that. It’s a good thing Jordi can’t hear me because if he could, he’d say…You’re so emotional, Mundeta, when I see you coming it’s already written on your face. I can sense your latest trauma almost instantly. With your nervous tics and that constant refrain of “Oh, Jordi, I’m useless.” I just can’t understand you, noia, and I’m tired of our gratuitous and transcendental conversations, as if each one were key to saving the whole of humanity. Your goddam insecurities, but every woman faces them, all the fears, uneasiness, feeling unsettled in the morning, asking half-baked questions at night. Come on, Mundeta, honey, don’t act like you’re picky. You know better than anyone else that you’ll end up married and surrounded by little ones. Fair-haired and lovely children with long, straight hair. Maybe you won’t even have a maid, and you’ll go on about how now that you’re a mother you never have a free moment, imagine that! And you’ll drop your kids off at one of those schools where they teach them how to live, how to really live, without giving it a second thought. Those little brats—the children of well-read, cosmopolitan liberals—will see the world through a peephole, and it’ll all seem like one big game, but a game within reach, and meant for them alone. And they’ll have gobbled up unconventional, pitch-perfect slogans. You’ll tell them that the world, like their toys, is for sharing. But that that’ll be fun, too. And they’ll listen to Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9, just like all the other people who fetch the newspaper from their doorstep and brush their suit jackets every day. And they’ll compare Vivaldi to Corelli or even Tomaso Albinoni, they’ll speak scornfully of a certain C.F.M Bach from Berlin. And, like a madwoman, you’ll always be looking for enough time to tell your friends all about it, your friends, who have gotten together to listen to a record by that woman who sings quiseria, quisiera tener un hijo guerrillero, and lavish you with praise about your good fortune, how lucky you are to have money, to get what you want out of life. And they’ll believe it, the jealous bimbos that they damn well are. Together you’ll sigh in gratitude over your slender figures, healthy, slim and athletic. You’ll all dress like bohemians, comme il faut, hippies from the Liceu, and why not? you’ll ask yourselves, hiding a spark of resentment for your husband-lover-friend, with the eyes of a brooding young mother, one part perverse, one part daughter of the Virgin Mary. And you won’t remember, as you page through the latest essay on Proust, whom you’ve never read, all the things you wanted to be—and you’ve confessed them to me more than once during our countless pillow-talk sessions—when you were little, while you studied the image of the Virgin on top of an altar studded with silver stars and surrounded by lilies. Journalist-engineer-writer-doctor-saint. You’ll smile as it comes back to you, with a certain degree of skepticism, the kind that belongs to those who command respect, the skepticism of a woman who is experienced because she has to be. And you’ll look at the young people who corner you with all the unfailing slyness of the powerless…Do you want to hear more? Do you want me to tell you how it ends? Look, let’s leave it at that, I feel sorry for you, I worry about you, you know? We’re so alike. I see myself in you, the things you do, in your words, your gestures. I explain away all that your skin lays bare, holding nothing back. You’d make a great character in a novel: contradictory, snobbish, ambiguous. You, like me, are the residue of a world that hasn’t yet fully decayed. But you’re less vitriolic: your class and station are more “real.” That’s what they led us to believe: we’re the beautiful ones, the young ones, the intelligent ones. That the world’s within our reach. We can choose our own futures. And we don’t realize that we’re just miserable puppets, though exquisite and refined in our making. Only good for our beauty. And your family—full of unimaginative Madame Bovarys, anguished Pilar Prims, downhome Regentas—is a first-rate literary arsenal. A neat, tidy, polished family. And with such a pristine past. With all the transparency of model postwar living. All intent on hiding your filthiness, your passions. Wrapping your sadism up in civility and propriety. And how furious Mundeta would get when he said those kinds of things. She would have clawed him, hurt him if she could have, when he acted superior to her, like a man who knows he’s wasting time on a fool from Eixample, as he’d say. A fool who was ready, despite her liberal friends, to accept the world as it was, as those in her station had first revealed it to her. Good thing you’ve got me around, he kept telling her. Mundeta would’ve liked to figure out why the love she felt for Jordi was something like resentment and admiration all wrapped up in one. He, who enjoyed bashing her with words, was one of those guys at university who was well practiced, with a certain cleverness and obstinacy, in the art of verbal cruelty. But beneath that stream of harsh, contemptuous, cutting words, Jordi hid—out of insecurity or timidness—the unshakeable pleasure of struggle. And who knew if his verbal cruelty was just a front to shelter himself from other more primitive, chilling instincts. Mundeta didn’t think there was a single person who didn’t engage in verbal cruelty at the university. Everyone accused everyone else of what just ended up making the accuser feel worse—of repression, of the silence of unattached sex.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			July 16th, 1898

			I often find myself out of spirits. Time creeps by slowly, the geraniums on the balcony die in the winter and bloom in the spring, one year after the next. There’s disharmony in the air. Francisco’s been utterly consumed by the war in the colonies. We’ve barely been to the Liceu this season, or had dinner at the Suís or the Continental. He hasn’t wanted to have a nightcap at the Edèn after the opera either because he says that’s where the Barcelonan gentlemen go with their lovers. What if anyone in Gràcia were to find out?

			He spends all day at the stock exchange or in the parlor with other men, moneylenders like himself. They hole themselves up in the parlor for hours on end, sometimes after dark. They squabble and rile themselves up and I can hear their yelling all the way from the balcony. When I bring in tea and cookies, I can tell that Francisco’s nervous, that they’ve scolded him and that he doesn’t dare stand up for himself. It’s like the other lenders have a leg up on him. Francisco won’t tell me how things are going, he says I wouldn’t understand. I try to listen in, I hear the same words over and over—that the Hispano-Colonial Bank might withdraw their credits, that the stock market could crash, that Catalan money doesn’t turn a profit for anyone, especially not honest, hardworking Catalans. It seems to me that they haven’t gotten to the bottom of it. Some say the rebels need a slap on the wrist, and some say it’s all Martínez Campos’s fault, that he’s a poor devil, and that what we need is a heavy hand, like General Weyler’s. When Francisco tries to put in a word, no one listens.

			The air seems heavy outside. People walk by quickly. Occasionally, you can hear crowds singing:

			Because that enemy mob

			that only chases money

			has no wife and no honey

			nor a blessing from their mom.

			Meanwhile, I scrub the silverware in the dining room over and over. I must be imperious at heart, like Francisco says, but sometimes I dream about those islands and think I, too, might one day go there. I teem with tenderness for the Black people living in bamboo cabins, loved by the animals, nourished by tropical trees. And then I get migraines and feel sad and then happy, for no reason at all. I dream of an ideal love, a pure love, like the one between the pair of white, curly-haired marble cherubs in the entryway. I trace their noses and little hands with the tip of my finger, they’re so pudgy. The two cherubs hug because they love each other. It’s always the same, the drab Gran de Gràcia, with people rushing by or pausing for a chat, always the same, stingy and circumscribed, and I dream of an unknown paradise, immense, spinning round in my head. I envy the poor folk who move there, to the islands.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Mundeta got out of bed, planting both feet on the floor at the exact same time. She’d believed in that naïve—silly, even—superstition for as long as she could remember. It was just another way to bring good luck. She believed in those kinds of things, like astrology and still more ancient customs, but didn’t dare tell a soul about it. She brushed her teeth twice in a row: the first time without water, just a dry toothbrush. Mother had said, today on TV they showed how to brush your teeth quickly, cleanly and effectively. You should try it. I’d like for all my children, the young Kings and Queens of the castle—that’s what she used to call the four of us, Sílvia, Nasi, Gèlia, and me, the little dictators of the Claret household—to do so. I want you all to have gleaming, white teeth. Imagine how good you’ll look at your friends’ parties, or when we go out for hot chocolate or a visit, or when we celebrate your first communions, oh! first communions, such joyful festivities with clowns and puppets! They’ll all say: here comes the Claret family, parents, grandmother, and four children. Nasi, sullen as he may be, will hole up in a corner and read the latest issue of El guerrero del antifaz if no one’s around, and Gèlia, sweet Gèlia, will sing the song “Com que sóc tan petiteta…” Sweet Gèlia. The Claret family, the ones with gleaming smiles, because they brush their teeth as they should. And you’ll wear, says Mother, your perlé socks—Gèlia’s are always slipping down to her ankles because she’s small and rubs holes in her Oxfords—and Mohair wool jumpers, which are so painstaking to weave and so expensive, too, and mother-of-pearl buttons, which are almost invisible, so small and round, and electric-blue dresses with knitted scarves, or cotton ones if it’s nice out, and Nasi with his golf trousers and the houndstooth blazer that’s too big for him. And once you’ve brushed your teeth with a dry toothbrush, you can wet it then move it up and down and from left to right. You look at yourself in the mirror. You’ve still got acne on your forehead, Mundeta, and it’s not like you’re thirteen anymore. And some annoying peach fuzz, which Jordi kisses because, according to him, it’s like bunny fur. Gèlia says, let me in, you’re always in the bathroom, you’re in there for hours, it’s not like you’re a hooker, nena. Don’t call me “nena,” you idiot, one day I’ll clock you. Is that what they’re teaching you at Uni these days? Snoop. Snob. If you don’t let me in, I’ll tell Mamà you didn’t sleep at home again last night; you’ve got five minutes. You’re such a pain. Sisters, she thinks, are like familial atonement. Anna doesn’t have any siblings: she was born lucky. An only child with a progressive-minded father who doesn’t get on her nerves. With that kind of upbringing I’d already be living on my own, too. And with Nasi so far away, in Brazil, and my not being able to tell him a thing.

			Don’t brown the toast too much, Mamà. Butter, again! There’s never any honey, dammit! Nena, watch your mouth. I’m sick of always eating the same thing for breakfast. Crybaby. Shut up, Gèlia, stay out of it. Yes, Mamà, I already read the newspaper, well, no, I mean that stupid Gèlia…Nena, watch your mouth. She told me the university had shut down. You worry me, Mundeta, don’t get mixed up in all that. You’d be better off worrying about other things. You got home really late. No, not really…Yes, at 7 a.m. Gèlia, put a sock in it…Nena, watch your mouth.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			They’d proclaimed the Republic and now everyone was saying that they’d seen it coming. They couldn’t find Father Pere, their confessor and family friend. The vicar told the two Mundetas that he’d left at nine that morning and had yet to return. Mother pulled herself together and said, let’s go to Núria’s. Mundeta was tired and craving her chocolate and melindros, yes, that thick sap, firm and almost solid, such thick, hot sap. She’d dip each melindro bit by bit, carving out a little circle, and the circles would broaden concentrically, and she’d plunge in the melindro as if they were one and the same. She’d slurp the chocolate to its very last drop.

			When they got to Núria’s, the women’s instrumental trio was nowhere to be seen. La Rambla was teeming with people and they could hear a dull rumble from their seats. Patrícia was there, anxious and flighty as a wingless bird. As was Aunt Sixta, who kept chewing on her gloves uneasily. Aunt Sixta had dolled herself up, but she had no taste when it came to dressing. Today, in a show of careless affectation, she had donned a blue velour coat of sorts that Mundeta’s mother had turned her nose up at, even to go to Bar Glacier. Kati laughed in her face; she had no tact. Kati, a savante like none other, with all kinds of foreign friends, the French being her favorite, always said she “lived for the day.” She’d enjoy poking fun at the types of people who went to Núria’s, and Mundeta Ventura would have to put up with all of it. That so-and-so’s trying to look like Ronald Coman, poor thing, but he’s thin as a rake, that so-and-so’s moustache is scraggly like a little rat’s tail, that the young woman who just walked out was donning a satin headscarf that could have been her grandmother’s. She was so exhausting, that Kati, cocotte on the one hand, reverend mother on the other. She kept repeating the word chic over and over while casting Mundeta ironic looks. The other women spoke poorly of Kati, but they’d invite her to their luncheons and parties all the same because she was so up to speed on the monde. All Valldoreix jumped on her for going to Casino de Sant Cugat by herself, and especially for her brazen behavior toward the other sex. The only one who was somewhat close to her, albeit superficially, was Mundeta’s mother. Both enjoyed reading and often exchanged books, preferably romantic poetry and the biographies of queens. But they all secretly envied Kati. Her way of vivre sa vie and being independante made them itch a little. She was thirty, single, and lived on her own. She threw parties in Valldoreix, innocent parties, sure, but the rumors took them to new heights. On quieter days, Mundeta would delight in Kati’s waxed, barely-there brows. The slender, hasty line she’d trace over each one gave her a look of constant exasperation.

			Mundeta gazed at the chocolate there before her. It still seemed to boil, full of gurgling little bubbles. Patrícia, with her Aromas of Montserrat liquor, and Aunt Sixta, with her Arnateu grape must, brooded, yelled, and prattled non-stop, without catching a single breath. Patrícia worried about Esteve, who had gone to Plaça de Sant Jaume, and Kati teased her for it. She was making jokes in bad taste, jokes Patrícia didn’t get. Mundeta swirled her melindro this way and that. It would sop up the liquid so nicely, dripping a little, and she’d scoop up the little drops, which then slid down her tongue. She could hear her mother saying the same things about her as always, that Mundeta hadn’t wanted to come to Núria’s by herself, that she’d never marry. Kati said, I think she’s too naïve, too childish, what’s there to say, you need to get with it. That’s right, she’s got to get with it, Aunt Sixta added, downing her Arnateu in one fell swoop. She’d take the tip of her napkin and dab herself softly, tracing the edges of her lips. Two red blotches remained on either side of her mouth. I have to get with it, I have to get with it, and the chocolate oozed down her throat, softly, warming her bosom, dripping down further and further until it tickled her legs. And Mother said, tell me about it, you have no idea how much I fret over her, she’s such a scrawny little thing, and so shy. She’s lucky to have you, Aunt Sixta noted, her gloves moist. You’re twenty-two, chérie, don’t you like boys? Hush now, Patrícia said, that’s counterproductive. And the chocolate, the chocolate, the fleeting aroma of chocolate. I should order another, since I have to get with it.

			And the conversation started taking a turn—finally they’ll leave me be, just me and my chocolate. They were saying that Plaça de Sant Jaume was packed with people. And Patrícia said, they’ll kill my Esteve, he’s so reckless. My husband’s quite depressed, Aunt Sixta said, he’s in the Patriotic Union, you know. He’s scared; he thinks we’ll all be in for it, with Primo de Rivera at the very least. I don’t know, Mundeta’s mother hesitated, I have a feeling all these changes are for the best. I think there’ll be luckier times ahead. So do I, Kati added.

			Mundeta couldn’t figure out why her mother had gotten so flustered, why she’d been panicking an hour ago. Her mother would change her mind from one moment to the next; she’d become infatuated with people and love them to death, but the next day she’d forget about them completely. She contradicted herself. She seesawed from happy to sad, from dread to fortitude at the drop of a hat. Sometimes they’d walk down La Rambla—since her father had died, she hadn’t wanted to go back to Passeig de Gràcia—and a strange languor would take hold of her. I feel melancholy, she’d say, my heart hurts, and she’d turn white as snow. At times she’d become overwhelmed with terrible premonitions and she’d let her mind wander for an entire afternoon. Adjectives like “evanescent,” “subtle,” “languid,” and nouns like “love” and “fortune” were her darlings. She’d jot down her favorite verses in her notebook, and she’d never let them go. She’d evoke Siruana’s wild, tempestuous landscape in lugubrious tones, and she’d tell the saddest of tales. Tales of love. If they went to the movies and the film moved her, especially Amanecer and El Caid, she’d sigh the whole time. But Mundeta had never seen her cry. Her favorite place for a walk was Parc de la Ciutadella, especially in the fall when Barcelona was overcast, the rain and dry leaves carpeting the ground. She’d find the loneliest spots and spend long stretches there, sitting on a bench, cloaked in the evening fog. Mundeta would follow her as she stopped, fascinated, here and there, at the water-lily island or in front of the waterfall. And she’d tell her how the people in Barcelona used to go to the caves under the waterfall and jump off to kill themselves. And that was why they’d put up a fence. But Mundeta wasn’t listening because it was so cold at the park that the skin on her face would flake.

			She kept her eyes glued to the street as she listened to the women’s exchange, peppier today. The chocolate was thick and the melindros plunged in with pleasure. Today, lunchtime at Nuría’s was void of conversations about how to make hake filets a la condal, or about the miroir at the Baltà house, or that radio commentator Toresky’s latest fancy. Nor could one hear that succession of idioms, no what can I say, no the way things are going, I can’t trust a soul, no men should be kept on their toes, no victim-wife and savage, shameless husband, no we women are birds of a feather, right? Nothing about the maids, who put on more ladylike airs by the day, nothing about the new confessor at the Jesuits who can really touch you with his speech, who really understands the feminine soul. Mundeta made her way through the melindros one by one, practically devouring them as she dipped each by just one end, leaving it half dry, half soaked. The women interrupted each other; it was a big day. The events of the Republic had made this traditional lunch more amusing. If she swirled the chocolate slowly in spirals, it would thicken and take on darker hues. Today she wouldn’t have to listen to marriage advice from Mother, Patrícia and Aunt Sixta. Kati never offered marriage advice, but she entertained herself by rubbing Mundeta’s homeliness in her face. Honey, how can you be so dreadful at doing your makeup? Men choose with their eyes, they want beautiful faces, the aesthetic of a clean countenance. And isn’t a well waxed and nicely made-up face arousing! Take your eyelashes and brows; they’re awful. You look like you rubbed them in castor oil and petroleum jelly. You should groom them with a small coconut shell; grind it up and mix it with sweet almond oil, dear. If you can’t muster up some vanity, just a little coquetry, you’ll grow wrinkly and dumb like an old maid. A man is a partenaire who wants sweet nothings, joy, spontaneity. Not all men, of course, Kati went on, you know I’m not interested in all men, just in the attractive, intelligent, adventurous ones. Men, men. According to Patrícia and Aunt Sixta, passionate relationships brought nothing but disgrace, headaches. One harped on about how it was better to be an old maid and dress up the saints at church than to be in a bad marriage. The other said you can only trust a man as far as you can throw him. They’d recite entire passages of that Spanish-language book, La perfecta casada, a keepsake for the bride, a wife’s attentions. Pueden sacarse del libro provechosas enseñanzas, especially lessons putting women back where they should be: en el hogar. And of course, not a peep about slavery. Mundeta said they cited other people’s texts since they were empty inside. Boy, don’t I know it, Mother hasn’t ever cried. She thought that except for Kati, the other three women had let love in too soon. One should wait for love patiently, carefully. She’d do better. Of course, she hadn’t met one yet, a man. Love would come to her in the slow silhouettes of illusion, like boats docking at port. She’d lay her head on her beloved’s chest, like Jeannette McDonald rested hers on Maurice Chevalier, or Janet Gaynor, sweet Janet Gaynor, who found shelter in George O’Brien. She would walk the path of happiness with a sturdy, well-composed man by her side, someone who’d love her every night and remind her she was the only one for him. Under the linen sheets that would give off an irresistible scent of thyme, they’d swear each other eternal love, boundless passion. And a rush of kisses would possess her, day and night. Mundeta, what’s on your mind?

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			September 28th, 1898

			I wrote to Tereseta from Siurana to tell her about the fright I had the other day when Francisco and I went for a walk near Vista Alegre. I don’t know what came over me, but I wanted to leap and dance. I felt an irrepressible urge to jump into flight and soar over Barcelona, squeeze her tight, eat her all up if I could. I’m just obsessed with the way the city seems so small, right at my feet. It was as if I were being spirited away in a cloud of alcohol. And Francisco, the poor man, ran out of breath when I dared him to catch up!

			“Catch me if you can,” I teased, stroking his skin as I took off.

			“Mundeta, don’t be such a child! What will people say if they see us!”

			But I took off and darted up the mountain! I don’t know how to explain the pleasure that came over me; I wouldn’t have stopped for the world. My shoes hurt from trampling the tiny pebbles on the road with such force. I pushed the branches out of my way and the hem of my skirt was getting covered in dust. I wanted to run, run, run. I wanted to slice through the air. It was late afternoon and Barcelona seemed lurid with lights, its clouds like stretch marks, the color of a red apple.

			“Mundeta, don’t be such a butterfly!”

			That’s what I felt like, a butterfly: a graceful, delicate, dreamy butterfly, always a second away from catching a flower’s scent. Here a bud, here a wilted rose, now an agave leaf, tough and sharp. I felt my heart flutter, as if my body were turning into a splinter, a bunch of splinters. Francisco was panting and fussing. He followed close behind, sweating, disconcerted, and embarrassed. But I paid him no mind because I felt like the queen of the mountain, the lady of Barcelona. I took longer strides so I could leave Francisco behind me. Barcelona shimmered with the first shadows of the night. Suddenly, I felt a very soft warmth between my legs, and I thought it was an extension of my joy. Then, the warmth became a soft, liquid current that dripped hot beyond my nether regions (and God forgive me, but I can’t find the words). I came to a stop, a little confused. It was a new sensation. And it was a new sensation because what was dripping down my legs was blood. And the trickle of blood was really more like a stream gurgling out of me.

			I was mortified that Francisco would notice. But he was right next to me and was looking at me with no color in his eyes. A splitting pain gnawed at my innards. I fell to the ground. The trees were coming toward me then receding, and sometimes they’d grow dark and cover me in their abyss, and the abyss was so bleak that I lost consciousness.

			I woke up in bed. There was no one there in the room. Just a very strange quiet and the moon-shaped mirror on the mahogany armoire, glistening with little white lights. And then I picked up on a hum—first it was quite vague, but then it turned into a dreadful roar. Images would come and go, jumping all around me; they were monstrous images, deformed, gnarled, rolling around the floor and shrieking. An occasional howl would ring out above the screeching, a woman’s howl, a stinging howl, and that terrible figure covered in slobber thrust itself above the others, a reddish animal-like figure with slimy skin, twisting in my bed sheets. Its eyes foamed, its ragged blood-filled nostrils flared as its mouth let out a cadaver’s breath. It had breasts and horns and its face was like a woman’s and a demon’s all at once. It yelled at me and hugged me and I could see my dead—my parents, my grandfather in Siurana—all of them telling me I was a lost soul. And the monster, half woman, half demon, covered my chest with scratches and kisses, like love-bites from Hell. I woke up in a sweat with all my bedcovers on the floor. Beside me, my doctor, Doctor Moragas, looked at me, bewildered. He told me to calm down and I didn’t dare tell him what I’d dreamed. I was ashamed. I couldn’t quite wrap my head around the dream. Doctor Moragas told me I didn’t have the flu or yellow fever. He told me that I was feeling this way because I’d had a miscarriage. Then he chided me, because a woman with sense doesn’t act that foolishly on the mountain. Francisco had told him everything.

			Once I was alone, I thought about how the sweet, warm blood that had trickled down my legs and left me half empty was the start of our child. Now it was nothing, not even a lump. I cried for a while and then fell asleep. But my sobbing kept me up. A great sadness had taken over me because I’d thought that babies came out of belly buttons and, as it turns out, they also come out from down there. It made me nauseous and I thought I wouldn’t want to have children if that’s how it had to be.

			In an attempt to soothe me, Francisco said that the Wagner Association was opening and that we could rent out a box at the Liceu for the whole year. I promised no one would ever see me cry again.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Another boring district assembly, Nito says to Mundeta. Can someone explain what the hell is going on? They shut down the University of Madrid, Mundeta replies. Well, if they’ve shut it down, I’m sure the assembly will go on for a while; in the meantime, I’ll have to drink my damn vermouth with the custodians since they’re the only ones who crowd the bar when there’s a scene like this. You’ll have to drink alone, handsome, Telele laughs, even the nuns attend assemblies these days. It’s really about who’s running the meeting, right, darling? Nito says to Mundeta. Don’t call me “darling,” you idiot. Noia, you’re too easily offended, everything gets to you. Well surely the shut-down will be on today’s agenda, says Telele. Why the fuck would we care if they shut the university down or open it back up? I just want to be spared from finals as even thinking about studying bores me to death. I’ll bet you anything those sons of bitches from the organizing committee are going to mess things up on purpose, your Jordi first and foremost. Look, if you don’t like it, just go to the bar, end of story; we’re not interested in your help anyway. Your lack of solidarity is really something, Telele scolds him. Ay, girls, stop being so preachy. Mundeta walks off, saying, don’t listen to him, he gets on my nerves. Telele looks around, no one’s in the cloisters, everyone must’ve already gone to the assembly while we were listening to that bum, let’s go. Wait up, screams Nito, wait for me, you harpies. Don’t pay attention to him Telele, he’s not worth it, he’s a shithead. What’s the rush, Mundeta, at least try to hide the fact that you’re into him. I’m not into anyone. Sorry, noia, you’re just so sensitive; come on now, princess, let’s kiss and make up. Hush, Telele tells them both, the fourth-year delegate is speaking. Anyway, you already know, Mundeta, that I still like you. If you’re still up for it I’m willing to…Would you be quiet? It’s packed in here, Telele says. That Jordi of yours, Nito laughs, has all the girls wrapped around his finger. Yeah, he’s got quite the following, says Rafa, who’s sitting next to Mundeta. Nuns and priests, too. Look, Telele, now Mundeta’s going to take off. I’m not leaving, I just want to pass some info on to our delegate. Nito’s oggling my legs, she thinks, and it makes sense, of course he still likes me. They’re reading the meeting agenda, the stuff in Madrid is really serious, see? Nito can’t stop talking. Mundeta puts on a serious face, listens attentively and nods as the situation demands; she’d like for Jordi to look over and acknowledge her, just once. Then come the questions and entreaties. Shut up, Rafa says to Nito, I can’t hear what Jordi’s proposing. A solidarity strike, now you know why I never come to these things, what a drag. Nito, will you shut up? Mundeta says. Hey, it looks like Jordi and Enric are arguing; shit, man, they’re going at it. Enric says Catalanism and the bourgeoisie are one and the same. Then Jordi replies, but what does that have to do with what’s going on in Madrid? What are they saying? Telele asks, I can’t hear a thing. Something about economic approaches. Shit, says Rafa, the déclassé. Will you shut up? Mundeta says nervously. What she’d give to be next to Jordi, to tell him he’s right, that he alone is right about everything, that Enric and his friends are scumbags, that it’s not the time to bring these problems up, and it’s all because Jordi was the one to suggest the strike, all because he’s of a different breed. She looks at him insistently, without an ounce of pity for the others, the enemies. Soteres gets too worked up, Nito grumbles, he lacks the other delegates’ composure. Mundeta shoots him a murderous look. Hisses come from the other side, en castellano, en castellano, and Mundeta thinks, this again, this happens every year. Someone talks about the urgent need to create committees to study the matter, these are delicate issues, and…a big uproar, my God, everyone has their hands in the air, some people get up, someone tries to leave, just in case. At the back of the room, others start laughing. Mundeta can feel her stomach start to turn; calm down, noia, don’t get worked up, I can see Jordi’s having second thoughts: it’s just a matter, he says, of putting it up to a vote. And she’s one of the people who scream the loudest, no, no, not now or ever, no voting, all because she knows that Jordi’s scared of putting things to a vote, that you never know what’ll come of it, that all democracies are fake. Some folks say, referendum, referendum. She knows Jordi hates these kinds of situations and she’d like to run away with him. To melt away, disappear, for the crowd to suddenly grow small, as small as ants, small enough to trample until not a single one remains. Telele sighs, guys, this isn’t going so well. Hey, darling, says Nito, your man is momentarily disqualified. Don’t call me “darling,” you idiot. She hates him, she hates Nito because he can always guess her thoughts, her fears, her weaknesses. I can tell as much, it’s making me nervous, if it keeps on like this, I’m gonna be pissed. If only Jordi would look at her, just for a second, my God, just for a second. Nito says, point for Enric. Mundeta suddenly snaps back to reality and hears boisterous applause. What happened? she asks. Enric said that it’s not about a solidarity strike, it’s about challenging the whole university system, about destroying it. What a specific suggestion, Rafa quips. Mundeta smiles at him in thanks. Be quiet, says Telele, now it seems like Miquel is speaking, he’s a real brain now that he’s married. Nito laughs and Rafa sighs because they won’t let him hear. Everyone’s quiet, listening to Miquel with the respect he deserves. No one even dares say en castellano, en castellano. He says they’re messing with us, that that’s what they want, to divide us. Jordi calms down, lights a cigarette. Mundeta lets out a sigh of relief and smiles at him. Nito, who’s staring at my thighs, is a scumbag. Miquel says we have to build a politics of unity, of strategic alliances, we can’t be at each other’s throats because that’s just what they’re hoping we’ll do. Another point for the team. Enric replies, you’re not getting it, I already know where this is going: the politics of self-determination. I’m not wrong, am I? A nervous show of protest ripples through the room, there’s no reason for these private issues to come up. Self-determination, Enric goes on, is nothing but an untruth concocted by a political cabal with reactionary ideologies to maintain the financial and landowning oligarchy; this little group, then, protects the financial interests of those currently in power, wielding the idea of self-determination as their instrument. In reality it destroys the only good part of the hegemonic state. Well shit, Telele says, that’s quite a statement. Jordi gets worked up all over again then insults Enric. Ay, Jordi, you’re out of your depth, Mundeta thinks, you’re out of your depth. Mundeta hopes that no one notices Jordi’s trembling voice, his burning cheeks, his pale hands. From the way people are acting, Mundeta senses that Jordi’s beginning to lose his credibility, and an ever-louder murmur tells of an all-but-certain ending. Jordi snarls at Enric, says that he’s an idiot, that he needs to read up on the history of their country. What country? quips Nito. Hey Rafa, what country is he talking about? They hear voices from the back: flag waver, traditionalist, Catalanist, reactionary. Mundeta would like for Jordi to make one of his usual intelligent, confident speeches. We need to think about, he clarifies, the times we’ve managed to build a revolutionary mass movement. It’s in those exact moments, he says, that we’ve succeeded in tying our class struggle to our national struggle. En castellano, en castellano once again. Someone yells, but what’s this guy even saying, what’s that got to do with anything? Rafa says Jordi fell for it, he should’ve kept his mouth shut. Traitor, Enric sputters, revisionist. Goddamn, what a mess, Nito says. Jordi responds in the same tone. An uproar of voices and boos cut through the whole room. Embarrassed, Jordi quiets down. Mundeta thinks, look at me for God’s sake, just look at me. Someone starts fighting behind her, but it’s not clear why. It’s getting to him, I can tell, Mundeta thinks. A frenzied whistle comes out of nowhere, the cops, the cops, hurried movement toward the exit, no, no, it’s okay, false alarm. Telele whispers to Mundeta that today’s not the day for her to be put in jail because she was supposed to see that nice stranger with the blond hair she’d met at the Picasso Museum. Mundeta gives a perfunctory smile and goes back to watching Jordi’s gestures. She can tell he’s distraught, she senses he’s out of his depth. The cops, the cops, once more. Nito says this is going to shit, I’m getting out of here, better to be careful. Enric is hysterical, turning beet red, his eyes popping out of his sockets, the veins in his neck bulging. I can’t hear what he’s saying, Telele says. It looks like he’s just repeating all the same stuff about nationalism, replies Rafa, that thanks to all that nonsense, they haven’t managed to carry out revolution in neocapitalist countries, since the bourgeoisie and oligarchic classes…Here we go again, the same thing over and over, Mundeta thinks. They’ve masked it in the pretense of a so-called democracy. Jordi gets up, no, no, Mundeta thinks, today’s not the day. But Jordi tries to explain and some people heckle him: boooooo. Only when Miquel speaks do people settle down. He says they should analyze the situation, calmly and without fighting. Once again, people yelling en castellano, en castellano, but he, unaffected, keeps speaking, softly but firmly: we’ve gathered here today to discuss the possible shutdown of universities across Spain and whether we’re going to act in solidarity or not. People quiet down, return to their seats and Jordi regains his composure but won’t meet anyone’s gaze.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			January 10th, 1899

			Today a black cloud darkened the city. It’s four in the afternoon but it looks like dinner time. It has rained all day and, every now and again, a car driving through Gràcia on its way to Barcelona cuts through the silence. Drops of rain glide down the balcony windows. It’s quite cold and the geraniums on the balcony are covered in frost. I feel a strange sluggishness, and that’s not a good sign. My moods often shift; I get sad and then suddenly I’m singing. Francisco says he doesn’t understand me.

			Yesterday I told my confessor that when I’d go to the Church of Jesus I liked to skulk around the darkest corners and muse over the images of martyrs. The more they bled and suffered, the better. Their writhing limbs, their tattered clothing, their looks of anguish—it all took me to heavenly places. I yearn for those ancient times as if I had lived through them myself. I can see myself in the catacombs, preparing myself for martyrdom, the first Christians moaning in sorrow. The confessor told me that he found it all dangerous. That I was profaning sanctity. That I shouldn’t seek out suffering in others but rather in myself, because God would find me more beautiful that way. My confessor doesn’t understand that I’d like to be an angel with no body, pure as snow, white as the two marble cupids with their tufts of curly hair, caught in a loving embrace.

			The window is foggy because of the rain. I can’t see anything beyond it. The bells in Gràcia are ringing their dirges. Who could have died? I waste away on days like these. I remember my childhood, those golden years when my father’s tender eyes would watch over me at night. I can hear the nuns’ songs in the heart of the church and the padre’s advice. And I can see the scapulars we’d embroidered, taking the image of the Sacred Heart that was in the little chapel as a model, trimmed in sky blue. Sometimes it feels like life is a slow thing indeed, and the poet’s verses come back to me:

			Victim crowned in flowers,

			dragged to the plow by your fathers,

			you cry for the yoke you must suffer…

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			“Jordi, listen. Jordi.”

			There was no getting a word in; crowded in a circle, his face all flushed and severe. His nervous mannerisms made him stick out. We should have agreed to the strike, right? He was needling Enric, who eyed him skeptically, cynically. Don’t tell me that we can’t at least agree on that, okay? Yeah, but if we strike for a couple of days, what comes next? Nothing will change. If we aren’t going to respond we might as well…Shut up, Jordi, don’t screw around.

			“Hey, Jordi, listen for a second.”

			“Not now, nena.”

			Enric, we’re not in there any longer, you know we fucked things up today. You guys really did mess everything up, someone added, now nobody will show up at the assembly tomorrow. I’m not so sure, said someone else. Jordi, it’s just that you…What? Jordi whipped around as if someone had hit him. What did I do? You messed up, guys, you messed up. The average student wants to feel reassured, wants folks to stick together above everything else. It’s your fault for…Come on, enough of that, Jordi, you seem agitated. We’ll get back to it later. They go their separate ways. The argument’s gone cold, death by starvation or exhaustion. Neither side could ease off. They had yet to figure out, however, whether their arguments simply weren’t convincing or whether their positions weren’t sound enough to bring about a reasonable agreement. Or whether the final decision wasn’t up to them alone. Maybe it would begin to dawn on them after the assembly. But it was too depressing, or too real, to handle calmly. Jordi and Mundeta left the cloisters. They walked along like they always did, slowly. Jordi, with his hands in his pockets.

			“What did you want?”

			“Me? Nothing.”

			“Noia, you were being impatient.”

			“It’s just that I was worried…”

			“Come on!”

			“You seem anxious…”

			“Look, Mundeta, if you think I don’t know what I’m doing, I…”

			“No, I wasn’t saying that, I was only saying you seem fed up.”

			He looked straight ahead. It was no use speaking to Jordi when he was staring off into the distance like that. But Mundeta could tell her last words had jolted him. Was she right? Was he fed up with everything? Would this period of struggle, of wearing himself out, come to a predictable end?

			“Do you want to go for a walk somewhere?”

			“I’m not feeling up to it.”

			“You’re getting too worked up about what Enric and those guys said.”

			“No, but thanks to them there won’t be a solidarity strike.”

			It was the first time Jordi had taken such an emphatic “no.”

			“I’ve never seen a proposal from the delegates be shot down like that.”

			“Don’t think about it.”

			“Just what a woman would say.”

			“I’m saying we can talk about something else.”

			“I don’t feel like it.”

			“Man, you don’t feel like doing anything.”

			“I feel like doing one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Being alone.”

			“Okay, but listen, Jordi…”

			Anna approached them with a determined look in her eyes.

			“What a trainwreck, guys!”

			“It’s the beginning of the end,” said Jordi.

			“You guys sure are pessimistic. Listen, some people are coming over to my place tonight, you wanna come?”

			“Not me.”

			Mundeta turned around. If Jordi was saying no, what was she to say?

			“But you should go,” Jordi told Mundeta.

			“If you want, we can go somewhere else.”

			“No, I already told you I feel like being alone.”

			“It seems like you’re taking it a bit too hard,” said Anna. “It’s not that big a deal. You have to live a little, too.”

			“If I go, you’ll see me there.”

			“I got a bottle of Scottish whiskey as a present and we’ve got to crack it open. Bye!”

			“Anna, wait up! I’m going with you,” Mundeta said. “You coming?”

			“I already said no. If I go, you’ll see me there.”

			“Okay.”

			Should she say something? Assure him that she was on his side?

			“Bye, Jordi.”

			“Bye.”

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			February 25th, 1899

			Nothing ever goes on in Gràcia. Day after day, everything’s the same. Though every once in a while, something will happen and bring me some joy. Like yesterday, when they inaugurated the electric tram.

			The whole of Gràcia was having a ball. They’d decorated the streets with flower garlands like they do for Festa Major. We had front row tickets. Compared to the mule-drawn trams, the electric one seemed like a racecar. Some of our friends are scared of riding it. There are stories from Italy saying that those who step foot onto the rail die in the act. They’re just the unfounded tales of country bumpkins. Here everyone revels in gossip, in malicious talk, everyone knows it. And no one will lift a finger to try to be more cultured, to learn to read, to be more educated. Many of the people who live in Gràcia can’t leave their country ways behind and are just plain ridiculous. What displays they’d make at the Liceu! They’re pigheaded and they live like animals, crude and unrefined. And in the end it’s not all that difficult; a peasant, as opposed to a cocotte, can become a lady. She’d just have to follow Barcelonan customs. Watch the ladies closely, but discreetly, and copy them with no exaggerations or qualms. Cocottes are raucous and grotesque because they only imitate the ladies in appearance. They can grasp the outer details but don’t know how to embody the spirit.

			Even though people say Gràcia is part of Barcelona, it’s really a village, and a lot of the people who live here are peasants. I could have died of shame yesterday when I saw the ruckus Dolores made. She’s the embroiderer on Carrer de les Tres Senyores who’s got a somewhat neglectful sister, so she takes care of her three nieces: Rosalia, Clareta, and Margalida. If Dolores hadn’t been born in Siurana like my parents, I would have taken her down a peg. Her vulgar airs made me flush with shame, that boor. The old hag had the bright idea of being the first, even before the authorities, to hop on the electric tram. She pushed past the guards hitting them as she elbowed her way through. People were yelling not to let her pass. The crowd got louder but she, with a final jab, having flung her fists every which way, slipped onto the tram. Everyone was hollering at her. And they had their work laid out for them since the woman had sat herself down in a chair and straddled it, just to keep the show going. I was bewildered and utterly mortified—everyone in Gràcia knows we’re relatives—and I didn’t dare scold her. Fortunately the mayor’s wife, Pauleta Forns, stepped in and almost lost her voice calling for her to be removed.

			“¡Madre mía! ¿Por qué no se llevan a esa desgraciada? What a mess!” she cried indignantly.

			When they finally got her off, dressed in buratto with her clothes and hair disheveled from the scuffle, she had the nerve to put on the airs of a duchess. She walked between the guards with her nose in the air. Her face was red and puffy and I looked the other way.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			Men, ahhh, men. Oh, to see one in real life. It’s a figure of speech, of course. But she’d never seen a real man until that morning in ’34 when she took her cousins out for a stroll near Valldoreix. There were two of them, Aunt Sixta’s daughters: Esmeralda and Jacqueline. Esmeralda—petite, pretty, eyes like silk, like those of a mouse in a children’s book—was curled up in the enormous, four-wheeled car. The other, Jacqueline, had a sour look on her face. She was only six years old but Mundeta would already tell her, nena, you’ll never get married, you’re like an old maid, an old maid from the country. Jacqueline was just like her mother, always grumbling, finding fault in everything around her, the perennial victim. No, she’d never laid eyes on a real man. Well, apart from the priest at the Salesianes school for girls, the gardener who worked for her aunties in Valldoreix, the friends of Senyor Miràngels, the poet who’d been married to Patrícia Miralpeix, the boy from Murcia who lugged around the cleaning supplies and once said, look, my moustache is growing in, and Father—no, not Father, he was dead. And that morning, when she went out in her new, matching ochre outfit—she also had a chemise that was completely black, just like a newlywed’s, and she no longer wore her two-piece undergarment, about which her mother had said, nena, if you were to die at this very moment, what a shameful sin you’d be committing, Mary, Mother of God, you’d be condemned, don’t leave without a bodice, it’s like walking around naked, men will undress you with their eyes—she finally met one. And there was no getting Jacqueline to sit still. I’ll give you a spanking. Come over here, munchkin, there’s no escaping now. And she wanted a huge master bedroom, enormous even, and a big living room, with a large damask duvet. And sheer, white curtains, like those at the theater. And a balcony that runs the whole length of the living-room wall. And she’d wear a black robe that’d open down the middle, the collar and cuffs lined in mohair. And the robe would have a train, a long one, the kind you have to walk ever so slowly in so you don’t trip. And the room would be carpeted with mirrors all around, like in the movies, as they say. You look into one of them and see yourself from head to toe! Boom! You turn around, and there you are again, and on each side, too. And, you won’t believe it, on both sides. I’ll play the lady of the house, with two maids just for me, two, at the very least, with a robe that runs right down to my feet. Are you going to have tea at the Ritz? Oh, I can’t today, dearest, I have a migraine. Mundeta, meet Ignasi Costa. Have I seen you somewhere? Yes, I’m sure you don’t remember, but I do. I saw you the other day, when I took my cousins out for a stroll near the Roig farmstead. You were walking around slowly, as if you were in love with—now, how should I put it?—the landscape or some other pretty thing. Esmeralda, no, Esmeralda didn’t bother her. She hops right out of the car, as if she’d ridden an airplane. If she gets a bruise or bumps her head, she doesn’t cry because she’s brave. The bravest girl in the whole wide world. And when I saw him, I said to myself, he’s mine, I’ll fall in love with him straight away. He’ll be my leading man, my beau. No one else but him. Jacqueline never stops fidgeting, how ladylike. Always fussing about one thing or another, now I want to go, now I’ll tell my mother that you’re not paying attention to me. I don’t love you one bit, you big meanie. I’m always bored when we go out because you never buy me anything. And what am I supposed to buy you, silly girl, other than some dead leaves from the forest or a stolen magnolia from the Roig farmstead? Go away, the little girl said stubbornly, I don’t love you at all. Mother says you’re the poor cousin, you don’t even have enough money for a Sunday dress, and it’s all Aunt Ramona’s fault, your mother, who’s always had her head in the clouds and who spent all the money Uncle Francisco left you, may he rest in peace. They also say that Uncle was a sweetheart, so good they called him dumbo, and that your mother acts like a lady but hasn’t a single penny to her name. And since you’re no good either, you’ll go to Hell. And you’ll burn for ever and ever and ever. Hush, hush, her cheeks were burning in rage, her hands trembled, all because of Aunt Sixta, who said horrible things about her and her mother. While the dumb little girl spoke, she lost sight of the boy with the dreamy eyes and gleaming white espadrilles, laced up his calves with ribbons. The boy now stood still outside of the Roig farmstead in front of a wall overgrown with roses. She fancied that, because he was so still, maybe he hadn’t noticed that he was in front of the roses, or perhaps it was that the flowers’ fragrance had put him in a daze, leading him to dream about other, wonderful worlds. You didn’t see me because you didn’t seem to notice your surroundings, maybe you’re in love. No, the smell of the roses suggests another fragrance, softer and gentler still, like a sip of milk, or the scent of a young woman. A young woman like yourself. And she blushed from embarrassment. Don’t be fooled, I’m not all that young, I just turned twenty-five, but I’m scrawny and thin, so everyone thinks I’m only twenty. What nonsense, who told you you were scrawny, nonsense. And your eyes, have you even looked at your eyes? And how could I if they’re mine? It’s almost impossible: mirrors can’t even show their color. But other things may reflect an image if it’s beautiful. If you stare at the water patiently and carefully, you’ll catch two small lights that shine across the waves. You’re so well spoken. Jacqueline is insufferable, now she’s sticking her tongue out at me. Like a scarecrow, what’s gotten into her? And Esmeralda saying, I have to go to the bathroom, hurry, hurry, I can’t hold it in. My legs are all wet, look, it’s like rain! And I make my way to a little corner in the forest, right next to the fountain. Look, Mundeta, I’m watering the bugs and flowers with my pee. Filthy little thing. Now I can’t see the boy because there’s an oak tree with a great big trunk blocking my view. My words come out beautifully when the right person knows how to gather them. As soon as I saw you, sitting silently there in that corner of the forest, listening to the loud fussing of those cosmopolitan little monsters, I thought to myself, you see, Ignasi, there’s still a bit of life left in Valldoreix. That was your first visit here, right? Yes, my father is a consul attaché and I’ve spent half my life traveling. But my mother summered here as a girl and insisted we return. It appears you don’t find Valldoreix all that enjoyable. What I don’t like is the people, apart from you. Look, Mundeta, now I’m drowning the ants in my pee. How can you be so sure, if I summer in Valldoreix, too? My heart’s never fooled me. Sorry, I can’t recall your name. Mundeta. What a strange name. It’s from the country, it’s my mother’s name, too, and my grandmother’s, and my great-grandmother’s. Everyone thinks it’s short for Raimunda, but it’s really Ramona. Esmeralda, what’s wrong? I’m telling you, Mundeta, I’m done going pee pee.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			March 5th, 1899

			Francisco quite likes writing poems. And dedicating them to me. But painting is what he does most often. Especially country and maritime landscapes. A glacial river cutting through a valley, rocks on a menacing cliff, boats and nets with a roaring ocean in the background, women standing amid black pigeons, a girl with a broken jug against an incoming storm, a sinister garden awash with weeping willows, a mysterious castle half hidden among the ivy and thicket. He mixes dark and light colors together, but uses the first more. His favorite painter is Urgell—we have three Urgells at home—and he copies his autumn cemeteries. He’s seduced by gloomy landscapes, tormented seas. We hung one of Urgell’s enormous cemetery paintings in the little parlor filled with porcelain dolls, next to the portraits of our parents and Aunt Climent, may they rest in peace.

			Francisco is an orderly, meticulous man. Order, peace and tranquility are his maxims. And he never does without the word “work” either. Sometimes the loans bring him nice returns, and then he likes to buy me pelts and jewelry. But he isn’t lucky with money. I’ve seen how his moneylender friends have earned fortunes and bought themselves apartments in Barcelona. Their wives are better dressed than I, and they’ve got cars of their own. I sometimes feel like I haven’t been lucky in love or fortune, whereas a nice plate of bacallà a la llauna and watching his palm trees grow on the balcony easily gratify Francisco. He has a room that he calls the “inspiration room” and he spends long stretches of time there. In the room, there’s an easel, paintbrushes of all sizes for varnishing and coloring, and little boxes for the paint he mixes. Boxes are what he has the most of: triangular, oval, squared, rectangular and rhombus shaped. He arranges them all symmetrically. Starting with the largest, he props one over the other, pressing them together to build a pyramid, and he places the smallest all the way on top, like a nutshell or a pea pod. Then he stashes them away in a chest of sorts which looks Japanese or Chinese, I can’t say. It’s Oriental in any case. Francisco never lets me clean it, the chest. Or dust it. He does it himself. He uses some special, velvet rags which he douses with a liquor prepared beforehand. He can spend hours in there, polishing. He follows the grain of the wood, working ever so slowly in the same direction. The shells and encrusted flowers, lilies and roses, all shine. He thinks I’ve only caught a glimpse of the little boxes in his chest. But I know he’s got numerous butterflies, butterflies of every color: iridescent, mauve, gray, yellow, purple, red. Some are velveteen and some are so fuzzy they look like they’re made of astrakhan, and then there are some as soft as silk. Butterflies of all sizes, tiny as a fingernail or wide as a wrist. They’re fastened with tiny, pearled-headed silver pins. Their wings outstretched. Underneath, each has a name penned with curvy, English lettering in red, Chinese ink. First there’s the Latin name and then, on the side, an adjective, like adorada, reina, alegría, criatura, amor, or florecita. It’s quite strange, but when Francisco nestles in with me and feels for my body, he calls out these names.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			“I’m the university slut.”

			Mundeta studied Anna’s appearance while pouring her a whisky. Anna, whom she wouldn’t call ugly, had a rather shrouded, harsh looking face. It wasn’t that her facial features were blunt or plain exactly, but rather that a vague darkness lingered under her eyes and that vague and perennial darkness, when paired with that strange smirk of hers, made her seem older than the other girls. Her aloofness—which simultaneously cast her as both a mother and a woman of the world—suggested she was someone who’d seen it all, who was forever the skeptic, and Mundeta found that attitude more alluring than objectionable. Anna performs a kind of Brechtian distancing, Jordi would sneer. And it was true that she hid how others made her feel and was known for her offhand, mocking, blithe gestures. From what they could tell, she’d always done whatever she wanted and at the university, like anywhere else, that kind of freedom comes at a price. Hers was an innate freedom won without the usual trauma or embarrassment. Anna’s father treated her with a savoir faire worthy of the best European parents. To her, regular sexual activity wasn’t some form of vindication, but rather a need to be met. That’s how she acquired the reputation for being easy. They could have her whenever they needed her and she was known as a kind of student-prostitute, but she saw it as their problem, not hers. Mundeta would defend Anna when outsiders criticized her, unsure if she did so out of snobbery or compassion, or maybe because she’d sensed an almost imperceptible veil of sadness, cloudy and wearied, over Anna’s eyes. From Enric to Nito to Rafa, most of the well-known students had shared her bed, and Anna handled it with the kind of natural calm that, ethically speaking, commanded respect. Afterward, when Anna wasn’t around, all the usual insults would flood out; no one had understood that that very easiness was wrapped up in an enormous measure of affection and an extraordinary capacity for love.

			Mundeta sipped her whisky, her first of the night, while they listened to Otis Redding’s Pain in My Heart. My heart. Her heart also pained her. Brutally sentimental—like alcohol, cigarettes, and solitude, all oh-so-sweet—she’d wanted to tell Anna that there were many kinds of prostitution in this world, as her grandmother would say. Her grandmother—what a character! Mundeta had never understood her: was she a cynical ingenue or, on the contrary, was she the kind of woman who’d made an art out of her sensitivity? With all the haughtiness of a lady from Eixample, well-respected in the neighborhood—much more than Mundeta’s own mother—her grandmother condemned Mundeta’s father for his boorishness with the disdain of an aristocrat who places honor above all else. At home, her grandmother’s bouts of silence were more powerful than all of her mother’s shrieking fits combined. Her mother, who’d sport a look-but-don’t-touch expression on her face, the very expression that her older sister, Sílvia, had inherited with loyal conviction. But there was still one thing about her mother that she hadn’t quite managed to understand. Why did this overshadowed, fearful woman come to life when she spoke about the war? Not only when she recalled the day she’d had to look for her husband among the victims of a bombing, but also when she embellished her walk through the devastated city with an infinite number of anecdotes that varied in tone and color each and every time she felt inclined to share them. A doctor who identified the bodies and wrote verse, a kind old man who belonged to the Iberian Anarchist Federation and didn’t know whether his nephew had been killed or not, all kinds of people, in the streets and on the tram, who showed her the other side of a barely standing city. And Mundeta’s mother had made an extraordinary adventure out of a coarse, oft-repeated story. Her eyes would grow bright, her irises would flare, her lips took on an unusual thickness and shine. Her face would completely change shape, carried away by nostalgia. Her voice would quiver, her words coming out slowly, punctuating long silences. Whenever she’d think of it, Mundeta would find her mother’s bliss surprising. She’d have liked to know the source of that obscure force transforming her mother into someone else. To Mundeta, the story of her mother turning over dead bodies as she froze to death appeared to be one of many tales of the Civil War that old folks would prattle on about. Her family would depict the war in a million different ways and the differences always came down to the highly peculiar, highly singular way that each person had experienced it. Whenever someone brought the topic up, her grandmother would become irritated and tell her daughter it was better not to talk about it, and that the story about her searching for her husband’s dead body was crass and nauseating but, thanks to the bombing, they’d found out all that dirty business about…And Mundeta’s mother would cut her off, saying there were children around. But Grandmother would insist that it was important for them to know who their father was. Her mother held back. For her, it wasn’t just about the three years of disaster, death, exile, hunger, separated families, fear, great fortunes lost (according to Aunt Sixta), and the long and varied succession of events that had turned those three years into what was apparently the most decisive period of the twentieth century. If her grandmother thought the war was nothing but a personal, colorful vendetta against the “enemies of religion,” as she’d say, and if Joan Claret’s foolishness was better left buried, for her mother it had been a spark of life that all subsequent events had managed to obscure. Now she was nothing more than a submissive woman before her father’s firm hand, his authority enshrined in the myth of the strong male and secured through a solid financial backing that no one in the family knew the origins of. Sometimes Mundeta suspected that her mother suffered from an inexplicable fear of her husband, as if a secret or a pact of silence existed between them. She only weighed in on questions of order and cleanliness, only ever to say if some detail or another was country-like or uncouth, or to educate her children according to the strict norms of agreed-upon urbanity. She was to say “Papà,” “Mamà,” and “Àvia,” because only country children said “Papa,” “Mama,” and “Iaia,” that is, the kids of xarnegos, people who’d moved to Catalonia from other parts of Spain, as was clearly the case of the doorlady’s children. The doorlady’s children offered the clearest depiction of what was not to be imitated. They represented the other side of the coin—the dark, dirty, sordid side of life—although the Claret family didn’t treat them with aristocratic reserve. The Claret children belonged to the beautiful, clean-cut side. The doorlady’s children lived to demarcate the traditions of unrefined human coexistence. For the longest time—right up until she started university and learned to despise all that reeked of “capitalism” or the “bourgeoisie”—Mundeta had passed through the entryway with the democratic indifference that those from Eixample were known for. The same kind of indifference she felt when she went with her mother to take their old clothes and toys to the children at the psychiatric ward or Sant Joan de Déu Hospital. She found the sores, the wounds, the stumps of the little monsters to be the exact counterpoint to her aesthetic perfection. But she’d soon forget, as she walked down the stairs of those building-asylums, the foulness of the places where the bodies languished, condemned to survive, the stench of semolina and yellowish broth, the sullen faces feverish in their longing. The crippled boy with down syndrome who’d drag his body across the floor on a small, four-wheeled cart; the drooling paralytic; the disfigured cripple with a stupid smile on his face; the invalid who’d let out foul-smelling gas; all of them, all of the feeble seemed to Mundeta—when they were out of sight, meaning she no longer wept for them—to be part of the subtle, short-lived bleeding of another reality into her own.

			Grandmother never participated in such altruism. Halfway between the maxim “Charity begins at home” and coordinated acts of devotion, she divided her time between two or three hovels in Carmelo, her body, and her readings. The most vivid image of her grandmother she possessed was of her standing in front of a mirror wearing a black, satin ensemble that accentuated her soft flesh and blue veins. Her grandmother’s skin was as smooth and pale as ice and the translucence of her hands contrasted with the hardness of her nails. Her hair, despite the ravages of time, was black and she wore it in a braid around her head. Grandmother had spent the better part of her life shut up in her room, caught between physical tokens and those that she stashed away in her memory. The portrait of Grandfather Francisco—with his beard, jacket, watch and walking stick with a golden top—presided over the room right next to an enormous statue of Christ, bloodied and covered in wounds. There Grandmother would begin to slowly fade away, surrounded by biographies of queens and saints, scapulars, the plants on the balcony, mimosas, hydrangeas, windflowers, Madonna lilies, geraniums, ivy and roses, determined to cling to those last spurts of blood that would inevitably slip by her.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			Yes, he really ought to be her beau. When she saw him two evenings later at Kati’s, where she was throwing a soirée on her patio, Mundeta came to understand all that talk about beating hearts that she’d read about in novels, how a heart could race as if intending to burst, shattering into a million little pieces. Come on, Mundeta, Kati had always said, don’t be so unworldly. You should come by my place, it’s an absolute riot! The boys from Floresta and Sant Cugat will be there, and some French and Italian friends from this winter, too, and there’s sure to be a bit of dancing. My soirées are très européennes. None of those old fogeys from around here in Valldoreix, only people who’ve travelled, who’ve seen the world, who like to have fun. You simply must hear my gramophone, it’s marvelous, really. The Frenchies brought over some American jazz records, you haven’t listened to them yet, have you? Don’t be dull, you’re a big girl now. And you always go running to your mother, holing up with those sanctimonious old biddies at the first hint of a get-together. But you’re not in Barcelona warming the benches at Nùria’s or the Valenciana anymore, are you?

			Kati had decorated the swing in wildflower garlands. A group of people were laughing beneath the lemon tree. They were French—“bohemians” and “lost souls” according to her Aunt Sixta. Among them was a very young, very dark-skinned Cuban woman, the discovery of the moment, who swayed her hips to the first few notes of a samba. Mundeta thought that the mimosa and acacia trees looked virginal that evening. It had rained in the morning and a few raindrops still glimmered on their leaves. She unknowingly stepped on a few camellia flowers. She stepped on them because she’d seen him there, quiet, seemingly aloof, his espadrilles laced up his calves with white ribbons.

			“Are you looking at Ignasi?” Kati asked. “Do you know him?”

			His name was Ignasi and his eyes were ablaze. He was quite thin and his hair, slicked back, glistened. He had sunken cheeks and his gaze seemed to pierce all it touched.

			“No.”

			“It’s only natural. He’s the latest sensation around the Valldoreix neighborhood. But I’m keeping him all to myself. We’re great friends, we wrote to one another the entire time he was away. What precious letters”—Kati studied Ignasi tenderly—“there aren’t many like him out there. But don’t get any ideas, eh? Great friends and nothing else. Come on, I’ll introduce you to him.”

			“No!” she said, flustered.

			“You dope! He won’t bite,” Kati laughed. “Why are you so afraid of men? As if they were all monsters just lurking about. You’ll never get married.”

			“That’s alright by me. I already know I’ll never get married. But you’re one to talk.”

			“Touché, noia. But in my case it’s different. I belong to the every-woman-for-herself club, chérie.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Only that I can’t be saved,” Kati’s eyes darkened. “Enough of that, let’s talk about you. I like you because you’re a little odd, although you can’t tell from just looking at you.” Kati pointed to the other side of the patio. “You’ll get on swimmingly with Ignasi.”

			“And why’s that?”

			“He’s known for being eccentric. It seems he’s gotten mixed up in politics. They say he spoke at some rally in Barcelona.” She drew close, her voice low. “With folks on the left, hardly the friends of priests, exactly the kind of people I like. They also say he’s a vegetarian.”

			“And how did he end up at your house?”

			“Silly thing. Unlike you, I don’t harbor prejudices. I adore living each day to the fullest, unlike Sixta or Patrícia who go on living but are really dead inside. I’m drawn to peculiar men. I’m absolutely fascinated when I find myself in the company of someone who’s managed to escape the ordinariness that surrounds us. Now come on.”

			“No, just forget it.”

			A foxtrot started playing on the gramophone and the Cuban woman complained because she’d wanted a Brazilian xaxado to come on instead. One of the Frenchies grabbed her from behind and she burst out laughing.

			“Don’t tell me you’re embarrassed. There’s nothing to lose from chatting for a while.”

			“I’m sure I’ll just put him to sleep.”

			“Out of everyone I know, you have the lowest opinion of yourself. Hey, Ignasi! I want to introduce you to a friend of mine! Mundeta, this is Ignasi Costa. Be careful with her, Ignasi, she’s a tender soul.”

			Kati giggled to herself and walked off toward the Cuban woman who’d managed to shake off the French man; the two were now running through the garden. They stopped in front of a water fountain lined in bright red tile with dark green frogs on all four sides, each perched atop a Doric column. Streams of water shot out of their mouths, creating a kind of arc that landed in the fountain’s center, enveloping a winking Cupid statue made of stone. Two rose bushes, not yet in bloom, had climbed up the window tresses built in the Andalusian style that Kati so adored. Mundeta recalled the wall overgrown with roses at the Roig farmstead. Neither said a word and Mundeta made a choking sound, her throat parched. How embarrassing, she thought. Now what’s there to say?

			“Have I seen you somewhere?”

			“Yes, I’m sure you don’t remember,” said Mundeta, happy at how easily she’d picked up the conversation, “but I do. I saw you the other day when I took my cousins out for a stroll near the Roig farmstead. You were walking around slowly, as if you were in love.”

			“In love?”

			Now she’d gone and done it. The same thing as always would happen. He’d get rid of her somehow, snickering under his breath.

			“Now how should I put it, I mean to say, in love with the landscape and its silence, or some pretty thing. You were looking at the roses rather strangely.”

			“Sometimes that happens to me, exactly as you described it. But it’s not because I’m in love. Sometimes I stop for a while and it seems like I’m in another world. I find myself absorbed in nothing at all. Lost in a dream.”

			“Maybe it’s the smell of the roses that does it.”

			“No, it’s not the roses but another scent, soft and gentle, like a sip of milk, or a young woman.” He looked at her. “A young woman like yourself.”

			“Don’t be fooled, I’m not all that young,” she said, blushing from embarrassment. “I just turned twenty-five, but I’m scrawny and thin, so everyone thinks I’m only twenty.”

			“What nonsense,” he laughed. “Who told you you were scrawny? Nonsense! And your eyes, have you even looked at your eyes?”

			“And how could I if they’re mine? It’s almost impossible: mirrors can’t even show their color.”

			“But other things may reflect an image if it’s beautiful. If you stare at the water, patiently and carefully, you’ll catch two small lights that shine across the waves.”

			“You’re so well-spoken.”

			“My words come out beautifully when the right person knows how to gather them. As soon as I saw you, sitting there silently in that corner of the forest, listening to the loud fussing of those cosmopolitan little monsters, I thought to myself, you see Ignasi, there’s still a bit of life left in Valldoreix.”

			“That was your first visit here, right?”

			“Yes, my father is a consul attaché and I’ve spent half my life traveling. But my mother summered here as a girl and insisted that we return.”

			“It appears you don’t find Valldoreix all that enjoyable.”

			“What I don’t like are the people, apart from Kati and you.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“My heart’s never fooled me. Sorry, I can’t recall your name.”

			“Mundeta.”

			“What a strange name.”

			“It’s from the country, it’s my mother’s name, too, and my grandmother’s, and my great-grandmother’s. Everyone thinks it’s short for Raimunda, but it’s really Ramona.”

			It all seemed like a dream, hearing the words flow out of her. An unreal dream, fantastical, how she’d pull together the sentences without a single flub or hesitation. She wondered if it wasn’t on account of the boy’s gaze, somewhere between tense and serene, or his slightly trembling lips, or his face like a shadow, or the way he revealed the emotions in no way too hastily, that she wished to uncover. The two of them had secluded themselves in the gazebo behind the chalet and found themselves covered by a jasmine trellis. The far-off notes of a gloomy melody unsettled the evening with its sweet melancholy.

			“Do you like to dance?” Ignasi asked.

			“I don’t know how. Do you?”

			“Not at all. I find it to be a stupid prelude.”

			“A prelude to what?”

			“To intimacy. It’s as if we had to wait, resignedly, to cross the entryway to happiness.”

			“The entryway to happiness?”

			“Yes?”

			“And what’s behind that?”

			“This.”

			His kiss was like fire. His eyes looked at her, almost feverish in their burning.

			“Excuse me, I shouldn’t have done that so soon.”

			A vague, scorching heat burned in her breasts. She remembered the lines from a magazine she’d read not too long ago: How Princess Marina of Greece, with her feminine wiles, got Prince George of England to declare his love. Under the fateful sign of the polissoir, during the witching hour. The sky had suddenly gone dark and moonlight washed over the jasmine trellis. The frost on her lips, which had always been there, melted away. But she should get up and leave, flee, he’d disrespected her with that kiss. She was the amoureuse she’d read about in novels, the heroine she’d seen in the movies, Princess Marina of Greece in the loving arms of her Prince George. In her stomach, she felt shame stirring alongside an unfamiliar sense of longing. She had to leave and show him how incensed she was with the silence of her expression. Nothing held her back. But her feet were stiff and nailed to the ground, she looked beautiful, her eyes were gleaming like two sparks of moonlight—now where had she read that? Was that kiss, so brief in time and space, what she had waited for all her life? Proof of other lips against her own? She would have liked to melt into that first seal of happiness. Her heart stopped beating. She felt Ignasi’s feverish hand on her own. She thought, this is the entryway to happiness: sadness and joy. Tears fought to the surface of her eyes, what foolishness, my first kiss and I’m already this sappy. The Cuban woman’s shouts shot up through the air. The Frenchman sang, oh l’amour, oh l’amour, and they could hear Kati’s yelling about how they shouldn’t burn the drapes because they were an heirloom from La Chata, who was one of her great-grandmother’s closest friends. Someone was singing a miserere and a hint of light shone through the curtains of the upstairs window. It was the flames of a candelabra that faded from view as the miserere grew softer. Afterward, they were cloaked in silence within the greater shadow of night.

			“Such delicate pleasure, to love in secret”

			“What did you say?”

			“Do you know the work of Salvat-Papasseit?”

			“Kati’s mentioned him a few times. He died of consumption, right?”

			“Yes, listen:

			Such delicate pleasure, to love in secret

			Those who see us don’t know when they see it,

			But we’ve already shared the kiss

			And even more, as the kiss brings bliss…

			“It’s the most beautiful poem I’ve ever heard.”

			“Have you ever fallen in love?”

			“No,” Mundeta said.

			“If only you knew what it meant…”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It’s like a curious feeling in your stomach.”

			“Like a stomachache?” she asked, startled.

			“Well, no, it’s both physical and moral. As if the future of the whole world were in your hands. Like revolution.”

			“Revolution?”

			“Just that: like the hardest, most dramatic duty a man must face as he passes through the world. We all take our fair share of gambles. In love there is no violence, no bloodshed, those whom we love don’t die, our friends don’t disappear on us; but there’s also hunger, a rumble in your stomach, unrest, uncertainty, the agony of not knowing if you’re the victim or the executioner.”

			“It’s true, there’s always a victim and an executioner. It goes against all logic.”

			“Sometimes you love the most absurd and most contradictory of people. You’ll see, experience is at odds with revolution, and the same thing goes for love.”

			That’s why he’s set on me, because he’s absurd and illogical. Salvat-Papasseit’s verses whispered among the rustling of the acacia and mimosa trees.

			But we’ve already shared the kiss

			And even more, as the kiss brings bliss…

			“Mundeta!” Kati—her hair disheveled, her cheeks cherry-colored—popped up around the corner. “You’re both separatists! Our Cuban guest is like Bacchus with the face of Aphrodite. Come on, Ignasi, I feel like dancing a one-step with you.”

			The sheer hate that took hold of her. Kati, a woman of the world, went off as if it were nothing, to dance a one-step with Ignasi, her beau. She could have clawed at her, slapped her, covered her face in bruises and bumps, left it so swollen that no makeup on this earth could ever make her beautiful again. She’d tell the whole world that Kati drew on her eyebrows because they no longer grew in, and she’d have even pierced Kati’s eyes with two knife-sharp twigs. She’d have liked for a whirlwind to carry her off into the night. That witch, that whore with the snobbery of a femme savant who’d stolen Ignasi, her man, for a miserable one-step. A Frenchman drew close to her and she could sense the stench of alcohol brushing her skin. Vous êtes mignonne, permettez-vous?

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			June 3rd, 1899

			There are few sources of amusement in my life. Only when we go down to Barcelona or rent a carriage to visit the cemetery and tidy up my parents’ graves. I enjoy strolling around Barcelona on Sundays. We take a hire car and hop off at the top of Carrer Gran. Then we head down Passeig de Gràcia at high noon, right when the morning fog has cleared, until we reach Plaça de Catalunya and sit down in a cafe, the Pajarera. Since nobody knows us, they can’t cast aspersions. I’m mesmerized by the aromas of acacias and oleanders that waft up La Rambla. There’s a scent of sea, spirited and invigorating. Sometimes Francisco wants to go to Drassanes, but I’d rather stay at the Pajarera with Las Cien Doncellas playing in the background as I think about the boats at port and dream about their freedom. I like Barcelona without the walls, open and European. Between Passeig de Gràcia and La Rambla, I’d choose the first. Because the carefree and the unemployed walk down La Rambla, all kinds of people, a hodgepodge of loudmouths: the vendors from La Boqueria, the thugs from Barceloneta, the tatterdemalions like provincial bohemians, the maids, soldiers and dressmakers.

			Sometimes I get fed up with this Barcelonan calm, this sleepy and unruffled peace, it’s so monotonous, and I wish things might occur. It’s like a lump in my throat that rises from my stomach, farther and farther up until it hurts, as if it wished to burst inside my head. A lump in my throat, tender and intimate, that leads me into the abyss…But this lump in my throat, which makes me feel more beautiful and singular, only appears occasionally and most days are like any other. Barcelona, with the exception of the anarchist attacks, which, thank God, are now fewer and far between, lives in exemplary tranquility. And what could ever happen to me?

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Anna was leaning back against the floral-print mattress and appeared to be sleeping. Otis Redding delivered the first few notes of “I’m Depending On You.” Mundeta could hear Telele, Rafa and Nito laughing in the next room. Jordi hadn’t shown up. Maybe he wouldn’t, maybe she’d never see him again. I don’t want to get drunk tonight, she thought, I’m exhausted. Keeping up appearances over the last couple of days, on top of the bitterness of that morning’s assembly, had taken it out of her. Telele and Rafa must be making out. I can tell because they’re both being so quiet. As long as Nito doesn’t bug me. Her eyelids were growing heavy, I shouldn’t have come, she thought, there’s no way Jordi’s coming and, if he did, what then? She went out on the terrace to get a breath of fresh air. A guarded, wary calm—the typical calm of an industrial city—spread out at her feet. The little lights surrounding Montjuïc twinkled, as if winking. A relieved silence overwhelmed her. Like a knot in her throat that she didn’t dare specify. Like wanting to conquer the unknown, the thousands upon thousands of mysteries inhabiting the houses below. Maybe that in itself was power, that ambiguous need to know both things and men. As if every fantasy and secret fit right there in her hand and she could break them into bits, smash them to pieces, make them disappear only to make them anew. She was absolute in her judgement. Those long, intense conversations with Jordi hadn’t helped her to see History in more nuanced terms. When she felt that kind of disquiet, a mix of power and pain, she desired proof of another body beside her own: Jordi’s hands running down her back, for example. Was that communication? Or was it the brief moments when there was no need for words because their silence, intense and compact, had said enough? She didn’t know. She’d learned to see beyond the black and white of things from Jordi. Everything depending on or relating to circumstances and conditions. Nothing is absolute in a world like ours where everyone plays the whore, sweetheart.

			Otis Redding was heartbroken, too. And Jordi wasn’t coming. Would the morning’s failure come to feel inalterable? She couldn’t ignore the fact that Jordi’s reputation was on the rocks. She sensed that that was the beginning of the end. Students felt disconnected, as if they were losing control. There were too many blows, too many slaps to the face for them to simply endure it all by leaning into theory. From here on out, Jordi would no longer be the same confident, reliable leader. Seeing what was to come…The hate in Enric’s eyes hurt more than all the bans and punishments from those at the top. That hate. Were a few disagreements over wording really enough to force them to choose sides? She still didn’t really understand it all. To her, the most evident enemy was her father. Because he represented possession, triumph, the ongoing need to defeat the weakest among them in order to feel powerful himself. She looked at the city below; she wanted to take in the whole of Barcelona with a single glance. The city attracted her with all the violence of a cruel lover. It was hard for her to understand why she found the amorphous and crumbling mass so appealing. Barcelona was a weakened city, with just a trace—barely a trace—of its heroic past. Mundeta remembered Jordi’s bliss when they’d reach the top of Montjuïc or go to Tibidabo up Carretera de l’Arrabassada and take in the slow, almost premeditated destruction to which their city was condemned. Although Jordi Soteres had not been born there, he was passionate about the Modernist buildings that had disappeared before Barcelona’s indifference, about the green spaces that would never be, about the trees that would have to die to make way for cars, about the inevitable solitude of people who would no longer go out for a stroll. According to Jordi, La Rambla was the last vestige of Barcelona that the people had to hold on to. La Rambla was the final act of a fading luminary. Barcelona was a decrepit city, a city in ruins, despite the many mighty, towering high-rises being built within it. The dividing walls gnawed at the city’s insides, the smoke from factories covering it from afar, the sea dying little by little. Mundeta, who only left Eixample during the summer, was caught up in Jordi’s rage but understood the changes to be an undeniable reality. She admired Jordi for his keen analysis as he connected everything within a system of values and ethics made to measure for a man like himself. In the gradual death of the city, Jordi saw signs of the annihilation of human relations on a global scale. But despite the delirious confusion in which Barcelona dwelled, Mundeta—whether out of cowardice or ancestral comfort—didn’t think she would ever leave. The love she felt for her city was different from Jordi’s. For Mundeta, the city represented the unchosen but accepted center of her local, familiar world. Due to this acceptance, Mundeta and those closest to her viewed such “progress” as something to be proud of, and they gleefully compared Barcelona to all the other cities of the world. For Jordi, suffering on account of the city’s decay was just another part of his uprootedness. He suffered for it because he loved it, but he could just as easily pour that very affection into another city, another history. Sometimes Mundeta, always pretending to be strong, would tell him that he only counted Barcelona as a friend, as a transitory sweetheart. And when he didn’t deny it, Mundeta would try to laugh it off, though on the inside the apt comparison had really bothered her. And, in a way, she felt inferior to this friend of hers who loved every moment of his life intensely and to the fullest. She had been molded with small, petty loyalties, all subject to the moment, as if affection, love, or friendship depended on a blind, transactional relationship. Meanwhile Jordi loved things of the world not in relation to his personal, historical, or geographical circumstances, but instead because they matched his reality at that moment. Mundeta noticed that they’d set off from two distinct, irreconcilable points: she found herself in a universe in decline, unimaginative, corrupted, for which the only plausible ending would be, at best, the triumph of individual happiness. It was very different in Jordi’s case: he belonged to a family for which the word “struggle” possessed, as was tradition, an optimistic and ascendant meaning.

			No, she’d never leave Barcelona. Now, in the warm silence of that Barcelonan night, she longed to feel swallowed up, devoured by that fading luminary. She’d be a nobody in a throng of nobodies. She heard Anna laugh but didn’t pay it any mind. A sweet sea breeze caressed her face. The specks of light near Montjuïc grew dimmer. The garbage truck dragged its bulk up the avenue. A balcony full of freshly watered flowers was dripping. The dry banging of the night watchman’s cane jumbled together with the clinking of his keys. Mundeta closed her eyes and dreamed there was nothing beneath her feet: as if she were brushing up against the boundless fortune of her existence. And she saw herself take on the shape she so desperately needed.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			June 9th, 1899

			Yesterday we celebrated my birthday. I turned twenty-three. I’m a mature woman who’s lived a short life. That is, there’s little in my life worth talking about. As I leaf through my diary, I’m embarrassed by the mediocrity it exudes.

			And without our child, never to be born. While we dined at Casa Justín—macaroni from Languedoc seasoned with truffle, forest rabbit with Catalan romesco sauce, and French champagne—I looked into Francisco’s eyes, small as a fox’s, waning, shrinking. I was in a daze, my cheeks burned, it was as if I’d been out in the sun. Yet Francisco seems to waste away by the day, his eyes are fading and he goes pale over nothing at all.

			These celebrations always end the same way. Whenever I drink the French champagne, the bubbles fizz up to my brain and I lose my head, grow overexcited. I seek out strange, unusual feelings. That’s when the flesh under my skin starts to burn as if someone had just kindled a terrible fire, and I long for Francisco’s tenderness and love. But he irritates me with his fixation on that waltz from Coppélia. He can’t come up with anything else, play me the waltz from Coppélia, my little butterfly, he says to me. And I stand up quickly and go have my dinner without paying him any mind.

			Francisco and I barely look at each other when we’re in bed. He caresses me in the dark; nothing in the world could make him want some light. His hands shake and sweat a lot. He clings to me like a tick, and I can feel his panting graze against my ear. His breath brings up a sour stench from his stomach. I pull away and Francisco comes to a stop. I no longer smell his breath. Then Francisco turns the other way and falls asleep. I’m bewitched by the moon rays reflecting against the mirror on the mahogany armoire. Francisco always falls asleep quickly—sometimes he nods off at the table as soon as we’re done with dinner—and he snores. Francisco snores the whole night through.

			On my birthday he gave me a ring to match my ruby earrings. He also wrote a poem for me:

			Ramona, a name so sweet,

			when we met I promised

			love and devotion,

			And please believe

			I’ll love you till my dying day.

			Ramona, kind and sweet delight

			woman of my heart

			the greatest gift of all,

			your sweet presence

			pales the beauty of all flowers.

			To you I wish to give

			the sea and a thousand stars

			and never cease to love you

			for all the world’s eons.

			Your love, who adores you:

			Francisco

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			“Mundeta, come here.”

			Nito was watching her from the darkest corner of the terrace. His voice was gruff and slurred. He seemed uncomfortable.

			“Mundeta, be a good girl and come with me.”

			“Shut up.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re waiting on Jordi.”

			“I said, ‘shut up.’ ”

			“Because if you’re waiting for him, you already blew it. He’s found company for the night.”

			She spun around. Keep it together or hurt him.

			“If you poke your sweet little head into Anna’s room, I’m sure you’ll appreciate what’s on display.”

			“I don’t care. Jordi is free to do whatever he likes with whomever he likes. What’s it to you?”

			“Come on, you don’t really believe that. You’re a jealous, loyal kind of girl. I’m the only one you hooked up with when your beloved man was doing his military service. And you were such a headache!”

			“Shut up, you idiot. Jordi and I have a deal and…”

			“Lies.”

			“…and the fact that he’s with Anna tonight doesn’t mean anything.”

			“You’re lying. Come on, come with me.”

			What a whore, she thought. A whore custom-made for a university campus.

			“You should come with me, trust me. We can have just as good of a time as they are.”

			“I don’t give a fuck about them.”

			Nito grabbed her by the waist. They went inside. They groped for the mattress in the dark. He put the B-side on. Otis Redding sang of his heartbreak all over again. Heartcor, two monosyllables that meant the same thing. Hardcore. A magnificent, exotic play on words. She gulped down a glass of whisky. Then another. The angst of a whisky glass, she thought. Nito eyed her demandingly.

			“They arrested Enric.”

			“Oh?”

			“Jordi seems smashed.”

			“Ah-ha!”

			“When he came in he was talking like a madman. I was with Anna because Telele and Rafa were being all lovey-dovey. At first Anna was laughing because we couldn’t understand a word he was saying. Only disjointed words like ‘Enric’ and ‘we’ and ‘we’re not all that different’ and ‘it’s not worth it.’ He repeated that last phrase several times. Then he said there’ll be more arrests tomorrow. You might need to lie low.”

			“I don’t think I will.”

			“Jordi said he’s taking off for a few days. He looked fed-up.”

			“You know quite a lot.”

			“More than you, sweetheart.”

			Anna, what a whore. A whore who’s taken advantage of the situation.

			“Pour me more whisky.”

			“Nena, you’re going to get wasted. You’ve had three already.”

			“Was he drunk?”

			“I’ve rarely seen him like that. We only realized it because he puked on the rug. Anna took him with her.”

			Whore, whore, whore.

			“And what’s it to me if she went off with him or not? Just listen to the music.”

			“Come over here, Mundeta.”

			“Leave me alone.”

			“Don’t be that way.”

			“I don’t jump on the first person who approaches me.”

			“They hit you where it hurts, eh? You wish it were you in that room, right? And what about me? You should thank me for taking someone’s sloppy seconds.”

			“Moron. I don’t care.”

			“Liar.”

			A burning sensation coursed through her body. She couldn’t keep her hands steady. She grabbed a record cover and started spinning it around.

			“I already told you I don’t care.”

			She repeated those words insistently. A thin fog started to envelop her.

			“Well, at least think about me a little.”

			Nito’s hand on her thigh. A rough touch.

			“I don’t care, I don’t care, you know?”

			“If only you could think of me. I’m not wasted.”

			His hand went farther up her thigh. Cautiously, at first, discreetly. Then exploring the terrain more comfortably. The hand enticing her, the hand of another.

			“If you want, I’ll show you how much I don’t care.”

			“How?”

			“You’ll see.”

			She got up. It seemed, for a second, that she’d fall back onto the mattress. She straightened up but the floor and the ceiling seemed to merge together. Whore, whore, whore.

			“Where are you going?”

			“You’ll see.”

			She felt her way along, leaning against the wall every now and again. She turned on her heels and almost fell to the ground.

			“Mundeta, you’re drunk!”

			“You’ll see how much I don’t care.”

			“Come on, man, don’t do anything stupid.”

			“You’ll see.”

			A soft light shone from under Anna’s door and helped guide her. She crossed the hallway. She could hear Anna moaning through the closed door.

			“Mundeta, come back here, I’m telling you!”

			Nito grabbed her right shoulder. She tried to break free from his hold.

			“I’m telling you to let go of me.”

			Whore, whore, whore.

			Nito seemed agitated.

			“Are you coming with me? For the love of God, Mundeta, stop this nonsense.”

			“You’re shaking, you’re a coward, more than a coward. Didn’t we decide I’d show you how much I don’t care?”

			“I believe you, Mundeta, but for the love of God…”

			“For the love of God and the Virgin Mary,” she laughed, “and of all the Saints. Dominus vobiscum! You know? I don’t care, I don’t care, I don’t care!!!”

			She swung the bedroom door open in a fury. Anna’s sad, foggy eyes met hers for a moment. Two bodies, brand new to one another, she thought. Like two bodies in a tender embrace, promising each other a lifetime of love or death, who knows.

			“Now do you see,” she screeched, “how much I don’t care?”

			The tears rolling down to her chin were absurd, weak. She pushed Nito back and ran off. The front door wasn’t far. She could slam it behind her.

			Telele, naked, walked into the hallway.

			“What’s the deal with all the screaming?”

			“Mundeta,” she heard Nito say, baffled. “She went crazy all of a sudden.”

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			January 2nd, 1900

			Churches are bursting at the seams because it’s the turn of the century and people are frightened. The Josepets hold a Holy Hour every day and the women keep vigil over the sanctuary. The rector says we should beg for our souls and the old ladies weep because they say that it’s the end of the world, that it’s all downhill from here. I’m not scared, no. It’s more of a strange sensation, exchanging one century for another, an eight for a nine—and hardly noticing. I feel as though I were forced to carry a hundred years on my back. I get the sense that I look old.

			Yesterday the Forns and the Domingos came for a visit. We had tea in the parlor because Francisco says we need to make a good impression on Senyor Domingo, who also issues loans and is well connected to the city government in Barcelona. And Senyora Domingo, with her false piety, fish-like eyes, and a mouth so small it looks like a little gooseberry. The way she dresses is so uncouth, and she folds her hands on her lap as if she were always on the verge of praying. A son of hers became a paralytic not long ago and she keeps harping on about how happy she is that God sent her such a monumental test. Her eyes water without respite. I’m irritated by women who are submissive like that, with victim-like affectations. They’re so theatrical. With her naivete, Senyora Domingo makes up for all of Pauleta’s vanity.

			Senyor Forns spent all of yesterday afternoon arguing with Senyor Domingo about whether the century starts in 1900 or 1901. Whenever they meet at our home they argue about one thing or another. About politics, because Senyor Domingo is Catalan to the bone and in the Regionalist Union; about money; or about whether the Italian opera is superior to Wagner’s. That’s the only one Francisco partakes in. When he talks about Wagner, he gets excited and defends him until he’s blue in the face. After turning it over in his mind for a while, Senyor Domingo arrived at the conclusion that if the century is to start the following year, then 1900 doesn’t exist. He says the year should be void, the blankest page in history. Sometimes I feel that men have some truly hare-brained ideas.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			The days that followed were different. Their walks by the Roig farmstead grew more frequent. Do you remember, Ignasi, how funny it was, the first time I came across you here? You were in a daze—I still hadn’t understood why—standing in front of the roses. The summer of ’34 was different. Some days they’d steal away to Barcelona and burrow through the alleyways around Santa Maria del Mar. There, the wafts of sea air, tar, and fried fish from the taverns blended to make them believe they were lovers living off the Port of Marseille. The sounds of the workday, the children shouting, the cart drivers swearing, the women laughing as they hung clothes out to dry on the balconies, the uneven cobblestones lining the roads, the smoke from the kitchens, the dogs barking, the street names—Tantarantana, Asahonadors, Blanqueria, Sabateret, Cremat Xic and Cremat Gran—gave rise to a sense of mystery, of adventure deep inside her. When they’d stop along La Rambla and see the hubbub of the first foreigners in colorful suits, their wives dressed in wide-legged trousers, the vendors at the Boqueria and the stalls bursting with vegetables and poultry, the sailors, the old women in mourning, the painters painting the unfailing landscape of La Rambla, the gentlemen with their hats and walking sticks, the priests and the prostitutes, all brought together in a weave of bliss and surrender, Mundeta thought that Barcelona was an open, nearly cosmopolitan flower, losing its petals in eternum, full of beauty and monstrosity and that, more than a city, it was the promise of a city. They stopped in front of a flower shop and Ignasi gave her a carnation, red as blood, just one carnation that sent a tingle down her spine, and then she grabbed hold of his hand because she thought that Ignasi, despite his eyes burning like flames, was nothing more than a shadow that would soon fade into the mists of Barcelona.

			Mundeta had grown quite talkative and enjoyed explaining Barcelonan life to Ignasi. He barely knew the city, only through infrequent visits, and he largely ignored the details of the unhurried, obscure life that unfolded there year after year—details that only those who inhabit it know to perceive. Mundeta recounted the yolk-colored dusks that hung above Tibidabo like a saint’s halo, or when the winds off the sea covered the plants on the balconies in frost, or when fine rain fell for days, covering Barcelona in neverending gossamer. Or when the storm would clear away all the dirt and grime and a clear sky remained, a gleaming blue and a light breeze that caressed the leaves on the trees. Mundeta told him of the sandwiches she’d eaten at the Valenciana, cured ham and cheese with a knife and fork, and the hot chocolate at Núria’s, and the carnival that paraded down Passeig de Gràcia all the way to La Rambla where it’d come to its end on the corner with Carrer de Ferran. She’d never worn a mask, but once she’d dressed up as the fairy godmother from Cinderella and another time she went as Marie Antoinette and her mother explained how her friends had attended the “fascinating” parties at the Círculo Artístico del Liceu, frequented by wanton women, the mistresses of politicians whose breasts were uncovered, and couples would split up, unleashing a chaos of passions, fits of bubbling love and…Ignasi would laugh and say, it seems that you’re in love with Barcelona, Mundeta. Don’t you like it? she’d ask. Of course, but not as much as you. Keep in mind that I’ve travelled quite a bit—and her eyes trailed behind his stories about Vienna, Florence and, above all, Budapest. Because Budapest is the most beautiful city in the world. More beautiful than Vienna? More beautiful than Vienna. Vienna has its back to the river, although it might not seem that way, and the only part I liked was the Prater because you could walk on your own there, but the neo-Gothic palaces all look flimsy. Budapest smiles down upon the Danube, a mirror of itself, and it pays no mind to the architectural monstrosities that the Austrians left behind. Vienna flaunts its own bad taste; it’s not self-critical in the least. Every corner is sugarcoated, sappy, but it’s nothing more than a fairy tale. The buildings on voluptuous display like the Rathaus, the Cathedral and the Parliament are merely the relics of a past that fails to awaken even the slightest sense of nostalgia in me: of an empire that didn’t manage to blend other cultures with its own, one that was merely preoccupied with parading all that it had conquered through brute force, never through progress. Not one detail hints at architectural renewal, at an opening, with the exception of the Ringstrasse…and its music. And it embarrassed Mundeta to confess that she knew Vienna only for its rolls and for the waltzes Strauss composed.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			February 6th, 1901

			Ever since we moved to the flat in Barcelona I feel younger, prettier. Francisco has a more lively look about him, too. We’re sleeping in the same room again and I play piano for him when he asks. I like our new home; I’m only bothered by the smells of all sorts of foods wafting up through the lightwell, and by the darkness in the hallway. The house faces the sea and gets plenty of sunlight; the four balconies are covered in plants: windflowers, lilies, geraniums, hydrangeas, carnations, bindweed. They stand out from the street, above the ground floor’s glass-enclosed sunroom brimming with lace fern and ivy. I also purchased birds, goldfinches, canaries and a little, willow-green parakeet that calls out: “Ramona, come.” Except for the mahogany armoire, the artwork, the rocking chairs and the parlor furniture, we switched out all the décor, top to bottom. We kept the mahogany armoire because Aunt Climent gave it to us and I wouldn’t know how to undress in front of any other mirror. Francisco was intractable about transplanting the palm trees; he says they’re a sweet memory of Gràcia. Carrer de Còrsega is airy and perfectly Barcelonan. Flocks of people cross it on their way to Passeig de Gràcia. It’s packed with people who’ve returned from their adventures in Cuba and people who live off collecting rent on their land in the country. And they don’t like the country, only the city.

			Now we stroll down Passeig de Gràcia daily and the faces are starting to look familiar. They’re the same ones we see at concerts or the Liceu. They’re from the Ensanche—the Spanish word for “Eixample”—and are well dressed and modern. All their gestures, their gazes and hellos are characteristic of Barcelonans born outside the walls of the old city. The well-off congregate along Passeig de Gràcia. Sometimes we stop for an aperitif at the Punyalada and I just feast my eyes on all the walking sticks, vests, parasols, barrettes, jewelry and dogs of passersby. Francisco blends right in with his vest and new set of false teeth. Tilburies drawn by thoroughbreds with dark manes and glistening haunches go by. Behind the sheer curtains, I can glimpse gray, magnificent beards trimmed against countenances of distinguished, gaunt beauty. They belong to the aristocracy.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Whenever she walked frantically like that, she’d hunch her shoulders. She’d slammed Anna’s door in a fit of rage and hurried down the stairs. The whole time she was running, she could hear Nito’s uneasy, punctuated shouts at her back. He trailed her for a while until she flagged down a taxi. To Carretera de Sarrià, she said.

			Carretera de Sarrià—the central artery running across the neighborhood of the same name, cosmopolitan and conservative in equal parts, rancid and ramshackle, the turf of idlers and breadwinners alike—opened up before Mundeta’s eyes as if encouraging her to get things off her chest. She started walking down a broad, empty street. Neon signs called out “Tanganyika,” “Acapulco,” “Safari.” It embarrassed her to even be there. Every now and again, the brutish revving of an impertinent sports car cut through the silence. In the distance, a gramophone played the first few notes of “Cuando salí de Cuba.” She had to experience everything at least once, and this was just as good as anything else. If Anna was a whore, why couldn’t she be? The streetlights blinked ahead. The cloud of whisky faded. It’s like paying for sex, only in reverse. Click, click, click, the sound of her heels, a muted sound like a sledgehammer’s blow, blended with “Cuando salí de Cuba” and the far-off tune of “Congratulations” ringing through the air. You can die of hunger, but not from the deprivation of sex. It’s a matter of not squandering one’s chances with gratuitous stoicism. She’d worn pants all week, but that night she’d donned a new cotton minidress. She’d chosen well: she could show off her thighs convincingly enough to make her intentions clear. Look, Mundeta, I’m your friend, absolutely, but this love thing is something I can do with just about any woman. They’re different things entirely. No, darling, there’s no need to tell me not to go looking for prostitutes. You have no idea how dissatisfying it feels afterward, and how the bad taste lingers in your mouth. Some people eat peanuts afterward. She swung the purse he’d brought her from Morocco back and forth on her shoulder. A fringed leather purse. A purse that blended in with her shadow. She saw a graceful, young shadow. I can’t help it. If I spend time with a girl, it’s just like being out with a friend. And of course I love you, Mundeta. Click, click, click, the clatter of her strutting down the same pavement. She’d already walked up and down the street some nineteen times by now. And if that friend is a woman and we end up sleeping together, what does it matter, nena? A car slowed down and then came to a stop. It started up again and followed her along. He’s calling me over—caught in the headlights, a deep sense of shame. One, two, three, if I don’t do it now, I never will. One should experience everything at least once. This opportunity is as valid as any other. She walked up to the sports car, a red Alpine, and glanced over at the man in the driver’s seat, attempting to appear indifferent. He was not-quite-young and not-quite-old, well dressed and well groomed, his face relaxed from frequent massage—the familiar face of those in command both at work and at home. Would he have other cars at home besides the sportscar? We can go wherever you want, sir, don’t worry on my account. You’re out of your element, Mundeta. These are high-class neighborhoods. People around here don’t call each other “sir.” Would he be able to tell? Maybe he’s thinking that I ran away from a convent. I’ve got to act like a pro. An unpreoccupied gesture when crossing my legs, though keeping in mind that I have to make him think I’ve got more for him than meets the eye. Promises are one thing and realities, another. I’ll ask him for a cigarette. Blonde, that’s perfect. I’m thinking it’d be nice to go to the brothel near Plaça de Lesseps. No, I haven’t been. But I know the one on Travessera really well. Here we go again: you’re a victim of your own naivete, Mundeta.

			The Alpine drove down Major de Gràcia, quickly and confidently. The brothel is a bitter pill, but I’ll have to take it. Tomorrow I’ll leave Nito speechless when I tell him what I’ve done; he’ll see what I’m really capable of. They’ll admire me, they’ll finally think I’m a liberated woman. And that I don’t need them one bit. I can get by on my own. Not like some university whores. A terrible taste in her mouth. We should be clear about satisfying our desires, Mundeta, we’re not made of stone. The brothel is like a rundown motel: a hallway with rooms lining each side. So much silence, and not much light. No bright-red carpeting, no curtains yellowed from years of desire, no music, no mirrors. I’d been expecting something out of a Faulkner or Henry Miller novel, being the dreamer that I am. But this isn’t a novel. Four peeling walls, a bed and a bidet. I can’t deny that I haven’t shaken off that sense of modesty left over from my early upbringing. Ay, it seems like this guy’s catching on, he won’t buy it for much longer. I better just get to the point, better he not start guessing where I’m from. What a great way to have a history—I’ll cast him a brazen look. Or maybe it’s better to make it seem like I’m leading a double life. So begins the first act. I undress with regret. Time to turn on the charm, noia!

			It seems I wasn’t all that bad. With a smidgen of indifference, a lack of enthusiasm, ever so casually. The price, you ask? Ah, a detail that had escaped me. Rumor has it that, uptown, you’re talking really exorbitant prices. But it’s hard to name a price for our own brilliance. I should get dressed. Luckily it’s not that cold out and I’m not wearing anything special that might get in my way. Besides, there’s no need for those kinds of things. Settle down, now, you’ll turn red. I even pretended that I felt something: they really like it when you do that. I have to confess my nymphomania has been sated for the night. You see, I don’t remember anything from before now. Fifteen hundred pessetes, you say? Now I don’t know whether to turn up my nose or respond with a cold, distant “correct.” Well, I say, that’s what I usually charge for such a brief encounter. My name doesn’t matter, I think; I suppose I’ve left you satisfied? He might develop a taste for it, the son of a bitch.

			They leave. The dark of the night blurred into the first light of daybreak. It was drizzling and you could hear the splashes of footsteps nearby. A low mist hung down the slope of Tibidabo. Dawn broke in grayish stretches. The city was quieter than ever before. The man in the Alpine dropped her off on the corner near her house and the car—safe, fast, potent—raced up Carrer d’Aribau. The sound of the engine died away in the half-light. Good riddance, she thought. She grabbed the bills and slowly tore them up. The fresh morning air had awoken her completely. She breathed deeply. When two people love each other, Mundeta, they carry scraps of one another in their memories. Scraps, she thought, as she looked at the torn, crumpled pieces of paper that had fallen into a puddle, scraps of memory.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			February 15th, 1901

			There are two stores on the ground floor right beneath us and, in the middle, the hefty gate to our house faces the sun. I spend all day on the balcony, watering the plants, watching people as they go by, how they talk, how they stop in front of the shops. I bet I could guess who’s riding in the cars, what the lives of the people hopping off the tram might be like. What I mean is that I’d like to know their stories. Sometimes I make them up as if they were all acquaintances.

			There’s a student lodging of sorts facing our house. Carrer de Còrsega is much broader than the narrow streets of Gràcia, but it’s work enough, not letting anything that goes on slip by me. Every day, on the lodging’s balcony, I can make out a slender, young man. He dresses simply but elegantly. When he goes out to the street, he wears a black bowler hat that matches his suit, a finely tailored one at that. I suspect he comes from a good family. He doesn’t look like any old Americanu—one of those Spaniards who blow their own horns for amassing fortunes in the Caribbean—or like a showy snoot either, nor is he one of those pests who only seek out a woman’s friendship for amusement. His beard is fine, blonde, and pointed. His hair is curly like that of the cherubs in the entryway. I intuit that his eyes are vivid, ablaze, sometimes sad, and that his lips must tremble before beautiful things, ardent lips, lips that speak for a fiery heart, those lips…

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			She had to wait quite a while before the objects around her bedroom began to look familiar. They took shape bit by bit, themselves again, the very same ones, their outlines less blurry now: books, posters, Che Guevara, the Beatles, Lenin, stacks of propaganda, cognac she’d kept hidden under her bed but that was now by her side, records—There are those who do not imitate. Bob Dylan, brilliant Bob, untouchable Bob, faithful Bob…There they were, all the objects that had proven their unshakable loyalty during those long nights of desperation when there was no relief from the crying fits that followed sex. Or when you’d get home—remember, Mundeta?—after having one of those talks with Jordi, so passionate and absolute, the kind of discussion that seems to cover everything under the sun, or after a euphoric night out celebrating a momentary win when you’d all go have a drink at Los Cuernos, where you’d already be gaming out the next day’s moves, solemnly instilling in one another a theatrical sense of confidence. Needless to say, you were all scared shitless. You’d be dreading the next day, but it had to come, events needed speeding up because History, more pragmatic than you lot, was trailing right behind.

			Last night’s game. That revolting guy, his sweat…It all washed over her again, a kind of frenzied spitefulness, a strange sense of alarm, like bidding a definitive farewell to all worldly things. When she’d fallen asleep the night before after gulping down those thick tears of loneliness, she would have preferred not to wake up the next day, to graze nothing but the bareness of eternity in all its emptiness. It was the inevitable end of an era: the man in the brothel was a prologue to what was to come. She caressed her body—a young body radiating vitality—underneath the covers. A body that would soon ask for another, then another, always longing for the one before. But today there would be no one and she wanted to cling tightly to Jordi’s last caress, his breath, the touch of each and every day he’d loved her, singled her out, saved her. She thought about the bodies that time condemns to the silence of ignorance and unknowing, the bodies that would never bask in beauty beyond their own, that would never know what it meant to feel, even just for a moment, like the most desired being in the world. Her hands grazed the parts of her that Jordi had once chosen to kiss. She traced them with her fingertips while she dreamed of all the possible lovers who would one day love those parts of her again. And she spurned, with disgust, the events of the night before. It was the power of the alcohol that’d made her go off with that moron, that man with a face like a monkey’s. That boor. She called to mind the memory of his perfume for men, the cologne of a man who was confident, on top of things, who sought a woman to make him feel there was some vigor in him. That night she’d wanted to love someone rabidly, with the kind of out-of-control love one feels when there’s no imminent reason to love at all. She could’ve killed him, gobbled him up, cut him to pieces like she would have done with Jordi. She’d have destroyed them so that they could be reborn—together. Just like with Jordi, she thought. Jordi, whom after last night she never wanted to see again; she wanted him to transform into a sliver of recollection, a scrap of memory, the sweetest part of a beautiful story. Despite the fact that she would one day fall in love again, she’d no longer feel that fluttering of a young and hesitant girl, oscillating between offering herself up, naked as she came, or renouncing all that the body would claim for itself. Because, in this oscillation, hidden and yet real, a thousand years of history, of wasted passion, come together.

			And the day would come when Jordi would fade away with the passing of time. And the mere thought that his image would become identical to so many others in the world was distressing. An image molded by indifferent hands. Maybe they’d run into each other at a bar one day, or passing by, or at Losey’s or Visconti’s latest film and she’d say, hi Jordi, how are you, how are things going? And they’d chat about stupid fashion trends or the most important political news of the day or the success of his novels, after which they’d hop on a bus or in a car and say goodbye because they couldn’t wait to get back to the everydayness of their lives. And the mere thought that there’d be no contact between them, no visible wasting away—like the edges of cobblestones eroding with the force of the water—was distressing. When a memory burns like it does now, when it hurts, it should disappear, melt away. It was a matter of survival. She thought about all the times that they’d left Barcelona, hiding it from her family. The mere act of leaving the city behind and heading out into the horizon with that mixed sense of adventure and deceit made her feel like freedom had triumphed over the land. Like the time they went to Ripoll and he proudly showed her all the strange markings on the monastery door. Those figures from the twelfth century, mysterious and symbolic, excited him. Knights in harnesses, scenes of war, apostles, beasts, flowers, all the primitive and multifaceted ornamentation spoke of other worlds, he said. Look, he said haughtily, the Abbot Olia distilled a large part of our culture’s roots here in the Ripoll scriptorium. What do you think? he said. We’re steeped in three civilizations, and we are at the center. You’ve got to learn more about this country, you girls from good households don’t know anything. You’re only concerned about your sentimental, irrational entanglements, you think that everything just rains down from the sky, like a gift. It’s not your fault, you poor things: everything’s been packaged and delivered to you. What does the history of the Goths or, on another level, the most revolutionary currents in literary criticism, matter to you if you don’t even know who Aimador de la Gentilesa was? And when they spent three days at Sant Joan de les Abadesses, at Nito’s house, he spoke enthusiastically of Maragall. He wrote La vaca cega here. Right here, she asked? Don’t be a blockhead: I’m saying Sant Joan was his inspiration. The exact place doesn’t matter. Don’t go thinking that Maragall wrote a few lines of verse and called it a day. He was also invested in journalism, the controversial kind. And then came the moment when Jordi would go quiet and look ahead without really looking. After a while he’d say: I’ll be a journalist, too. But not the kind who writes news briefs or has to stick to a strict schedule or deal with a manager’s bullshit, no way, I’ll be the kind who passes through the world, who lives it for himself and then explains all that he’s seen. I’ll immerse myself in the writing profession, like Pla. And, he sarcastically added, I’m sure you’ve never read Pla either. No, she responded, but…Oof, your buts, how I know them well. You’re buried in Latin American literature. Look here, little one: nothing you carry inside you is yours. What I mean is that it belongs just as much to you as it does to the next person. Look around you—the day will come when we might not be able to express ourselves with the words we know, but there’s not a single person in this world, not a single one, who can make us forget who we are. And after scolding her and laughing at her for a good while, as he often did, they’d walk to a meadow and lie down. Then he’d look at her with that insistence that made her uneasy: I like you a lot, Mundeta, a lot. And it seemed to her that the green of the meadow flashed like lightning, like a bolt of colors, all kinds of colors, and the sky’s intense blue, a blue so harmoniously real, and the rustling of the river and the calm in the air and the cows and their bells made a single, unique sound, a sound that confirmed that all of this was her country.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			March 3rd, 1901

			Today I saw him. I saw him and he smiled at me. I was going to visit the ill at Hospital de la Santa Creu with Senyora Domingo when I came across him on La Rambla. He smiled at me, I’m certain.

			March 10th, 1901

			They say to love is to die. I must simply die of love then. Today the student followed my body with his eyes as I watered the plants on the balcony. I couldn’t help but get flustered and I spilled the water from my can onto the woman from the ground floor who was opening the shutters to her patio at that very moment. She scolded me but I didn’t have the heart to say anything back.

			March 15th, 1901

			I went to mass. He was waiting for me outside the Carmelites’ church with that smile of his, and he followed me home. It had been a long time since I’d felt so beautiful, so pure and fulfilled. God is love.

			March 25th, 1901

			I’m afraid of disappearing, of going to hell. The student has the same curly hair as the cherubs in the entryway and his cheeks are flushed, as flushed as Chaste Susanna’s in the etching I had in our bedroom in Gràcia.

			April 3rd, 1901

			In any case, I think God is good. And He’ll forgive me. Today he stopped right behind me while I was looking at the kings cakes at Sant Jaume Bakery. I was there with Pauleta. She didn’t even notice. I sensed the force of his gaze against the nape of my neck. Like a strange itch. Or a hollow in the stomach.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			Ignasi took her hand while reciting a poem of his own creation. Those, however, were few and far between, while Salvat’s verses were plentiful. They no longer ran off to Barcelona and would instead stroll around Valldoreix, along Carretera de l’Arrabassada. We’ll tell no one that we love one another. The hot summer days were in no rush to move on as the autumn weather had yet to arrive. Such delicate pleasure, to love in secret, and they sat beneath the hackberry trees and kissed. A dense, agonizing stillness lorded over the summer of ’34. A thick calmness. Not a wisp of fog on Carretera de l’Arrabassada. Not a single fallen leaf or whisper of wind or speck of dust drifted down Carretera de l’Arrabassada. No one will ever know how many embraces we’ve shared, how many kisses we’ve bestowed. No one could ever keep count.

			The days that followed were different. Hers was another life. A solid life, as if made of stone or wood, or old chips that catch fire with the first spark. Mundeta laughed, no one knows that we’re on such familiar terms. And it’s as if the sparks were climbing toward the sky, over our heads in a cascade of light. We’re making fun of the whole world below. All the world grows small before us, just look at the houses in Valldoreix; if you stretch out your hand you can squash them, first Kati’s house, then Patrícia’s, then Sixta’s. He would laugh at the holidaymakers’ part of town, he’d call them “cretins” and she’d ask what the word meant. And he’d explain it to her while his eyes darted beneath his eyelids. And he’d poke fun at the Palaus who had a chalet with cypress trees and collected tombstones. The obsession with collecting, he’d say. You women go mad collecting cacti, all sorts of them, with their fleshy stems jutting out like hills, like stumps, as small as an unborn fetus. They look like miniature, aborted plants. And Mundeta explained that Aunt Sixta had more than 150 of them, all tiny and prickly. And he’d let out a laugh and ask, what do you women even do? Well, she’d say, we play bridge, we wait for our husbands at the station, we swap crochet patterns, we pay visits…You criticize one another, right? he asked. But Ignasi also poked fun at the men, how they’d water the plants, make their way to the Casino de Sant Cugat, carry on about those fantastic miniature-golf championships all day long, have an aperitif at the Floresta or go on little getaways to Barcelona every now and then.

			And they would walk and grow tired, their hearts racing. She would have fallen quiet for any bouts of silence to come. She would have liked to chew on Ignasi’s words, those she didn’t know how to say, those she didn’t understand, the poetry she didn’t know how to write, the embraces she’d only just learned to give into. She would have liked to chew on them and toss them up toward the sky. Like a shower tempting her to sin, to desire to sin. And she thought, oh, what sweet revenge against Kati, Patrícia, Aunt Sixta and her nastiness, all of them take pleasure in reminding me of my inability to attract men. Little did it matter to her now, how her mother’s eyes suggested the same old thing, you’ll never be married, my girl. And she grabbed hold of Ignasi’s arm, seeking out his caresses with the piercing exigency of those who’ve tasted—for the first time, yet still too late—a fertile love, filled with illusion. We’ll love one another and there’s no one on earth who will suspect a thing. What sweet revenge, when she’d deceive her mother saying that she was off to visit Kati or running an errand for Patrícia or had to take her cousins out for a walk. Such sweet revenge.

			That’s why she was stunned when, as the summer of ’34 drew to a close, they’d said, do you know that idiot Ignasi Costa? Well, he won’t be returning to Valldoreix, he’s in Barcelona and apparently he’s become embroiled in politics. She was in low spirits and it seemed to her that their piercing glances—the witches, worse than witches they were—drilled into her to get at the secret. The news turned into scandalous bait and a string of stories against Ignasi and his family ensued. Oh yes, Miquel Costa is a scoundrel, a miserable man incapable of supporting himself, and Ignasi always keeps the company of floozies, just like his father. They say he showed up at the Casino de Sant Cugat in his espadrilles and caused quite a stir. He’s an extravagant young man, a madman, and their venom wounded her, he’s a madman, a madman. She wouldn’t tell them that Ignasi wasn’t mad and they’d never know that Ignasi had been her beau and that she desired no one else. She wouldn’t tell them, though she would never see him again. And when she made out the wry, scornful faces of the people of Valldoreix, their smirking, she would have liked to leave them to their dirty laundry and crawl into the bramble and never come out, she would have liked to cover her body in scratches and for a thousand drops of blood to flood over Valldoreix and all its people.

			But the summer of ’34 was different. One day, Mundeta received a letter from Ignasi. She hid it from her mother and went to the grove next to the Roig farmstead to read it. There, beneath a poplar tree, the grass was inviting and the piece of sky shining through was clearer. I am convinced, he wrote, that you will come to understand why I left without a word. I often conduct myself this way. I know no other. I am a lunatic and always manage to ruin anything that might turn out somewhat beautiful. A masochism of sorts. I do not wish to hurt you, Mundeta. You are so innocent and I will not be the one to destroy that innocence. Crueler, more difficult things will happen to you. If one could find, as in Dostoyevsky’s words, a corner of the world, the smallest point on a mountain peak, where man could find himself free, perhaps we would not commit such blunders, so many clumsy, gratuitous mistakes. Remember when we said that in love, like in revolution, there is always a victim and executioner? I do not dare speculate which of the two of us is which. I would like to see you again. But I am afraid to awaken what you carry within. You should know that both death and life are the same to me and that, in the end, this is nothing more than a stupid, selfish adventure. You know, sometimes I get the impression that I am putting on an act, that I am not the one speaking, and I believe this to be an irrefutable sign of madness. I do not know why I am telling you all of this. I have only known you for a short time and I hardly know anything about you. I do not know what it is about you that captivates me so. Perhaps it is something in your eyes because they are eyes that truly see. Or your timidness, as if you feared living in this world. And it seems we understand each other on that point. As I would like to see you in a week from this day, I will be at the Tostadero, the bar in Plaça de la Universitat. I would like to find you there. And if we never see one another again, I hope you do not turn into one of those women who awaits her husband at the train station…

			The days of the summer of ’34 were different. But just beyond them was the fall, which was only just beginning.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			April 10th, 1901

			I can’t stop thinking about the student with the same curls as the two cherubs sharing a loving embrace in the entryway. He’s called Víctor, the student who smiles at me when I go out on the balcony, who won’t spare a single chance to look my way when I stop in front of the haberdashery beneath our home, who’s at my heels as I stroll down Passeig de Gràcia, who follows me with his gaze as soon as I fling the shutters open every morning. I can feel his fresh breath, like spring, even though he’s watching me from far off.

			I pine and I ache, what a shame. Yesterday I received a letter from him and realized that he’s had his eye on me for a long time now. It’s an impassioned letter with images as beautiful as Campoamor’s verse. I would never have dreamed that something like this could happen to me. I must confess that I did go outside almost every day just to glimpse his silhouette against the light, to tremble under the burning of his gaze; I don’t believe I’m sinning, I don’t. God only expects suffering from us, as the confessor Jesús de Gràcia used to say. I’m suffering now. And I’m beautiful. My soul is in a fluster. I just read Víctor’s letter for the fifth time.

			“Ramona, please don’t be surprised that I know your name. The maid at my lodging house shared it with me. I don’t know how to excuse myself for having the nerve to write you without us ever having spoken. If I dared take this step, it was only after hesitating day and night, dwelling on the need to ask a stranger to meet, a stranger I’ve only been permitted to admire—I dare not say ‘love’ as you might perceive it as rash and forward, though, for me, it’s a godsend—from the balcony or the street, but always at a distance. You must believe me, Ramona, our greatest joys are also our most feared, and I would fear and refuse the sin of our encounter if it weren’t for this ever-vivid flame inside me that lends me strength, that takes me to new heights, that makes me a man, that wrenches my heart right open. You, Ramona, have become my assurance of the Ideal, the woman from the Dream rooted within me. And how might I reach you, my fleeting enemy, if the whole of you escapes me, so far from the reality of this inexperienced man, this miserly man? To appease the spirit, I only hope for your consent that we might meet, which, evanescent as it might be, would leave in my soul your subtle and delicate mark. To ennoble these words, I would like to possess the eloquence and finesse perhaps of a Maeterlinck, a Sudermann, a Kropotkin, and thus trace my passion and candor with their genius. I will but send a small poem, written more with the heart than the mind, as fruit of this intuited delight of love, penned in Catalan, the language in which mossèn Cinto[*] showed me how to discover and love:

			From the balcony that day,

			I held you in my eye

			and my heart bore the weight

			of a joyous love so great

			it burst into the sky

			How beautiful you were,

			my love!

			How beautiful and frail,

			leaning on the rail

			of your balcony above!

			I beheld you, in a daze,

			hoping you would turn;

			the cause of this malaise

			you do remember, oh, the burn,

			this heart you’ve set ablaze.

			How beautiful you were,

			my love!

			How beautiful and frail,

			leaning on the rail

			of your balcony above!

			I haven’t gone to see you

			and send a paper in my stead;

			I am it, in metamorphosis

			at the touch of your fingertips

			Every letter is a poem;

			every word, a sigh;

			every phrase is an embrace…

			and the ellipsis is my kiss.

			My life, my life and glory,

			daughter of infinite joy,

			haunt me like I haunt you now

			haunt and you’ll see my sorrow,

			in the light of the gaze glowing

			the splendor radiates before me,

			and quells my pain till morrow

			while my squandered soul…

			will waste away, thorough…

			as I am now the letter

			and you so near to me,

			kiss these verses with your lips

			and hide them in your breast!

			since near your heart, my love,

			I’ll find, at last, my rest!

			The poem expresses how I feel. I cannot add a single word. If you believe a meeting possible, you need only let me know through your maid, who is in contact with mine. Awaiting your response ever so anxious and impatiently, I offer you my dreams.

			Víctor Amat.”

			Five, six times I’ve read this letter. What am I to do, oh Lord? I feel like I did on Palm Sunday, when as a child I’d eat up all the jams—palm-fruit, citron, orange, prune, and pear jams—and madre Adelina would tell me I was going to hell for having such a sweet tooth. To me, Víctor also represents Ideal Love.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Jacint Verdaguer (1845–1902), one of the most important poets of Catalonia’s literary “Renaixença,” credited for having brought the Catalan language back to the realm of the literary. He was known as “mossèn” because he was also a priest.

			

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			She heard her grandmother’s radio, as she did every morning. The dinging of her grandmother’s ballerina alarm clock had gone off a few minutes beforehand. By then that tiny, delicate figurine would have already danced the first few steps to the waltz Over the Waves in her grandmother’s bedroom. A developpé, point and flex, point and flex, demi-détourné. The figurine was like her grandmother, she thought, one that slips past, willowy on the outside, unyielding within. The priest prayed the rosary tirelessly, monotonously. The murmur of her grandmother’s words trailed his own attentively. Dominus tecum. She was forever curious about her grandmother’s life; she imagined it full of mystery, jewels, perfume, bedroom secrets, half-spoken words, transcendental revelations—an entire world made up of overtones and conceits pulled together in mid-air. Her grandmother held fast to the passing of time as if it were a candescent, treacherous treasure. Domine, ad adiuvandum me festina. A seeming rebirth of the impassible: she regarded life and death with the subtle, veiled tenderness of those who know themselves obscured, who are well aware that their actions and words will not cause even the slightest reverberation. She adjusted to the religious monotony of litanies and the rosary quite effortlessly, more out of ceremony than in an attempt to save her soul. Kyrie eleison. Maybe because she sensed she had no soul to save. Sancta Dei Genitrix. When she spoke of her life, her eyes would grow hazy with the joy of longing. The century had died alongside all the decrepit illusions of a civilization that, at the very least, knew what it was becoming. Her words trembled with excitement whenever she spoke of a trip she’d taken to Paris—she couldn’t quite remember when—where she’d lived out an impassioned adventure with her husband, of their outings to the Liceu, both before she married and then after with Grandfather Francisco, of horse races, and of their lavish lunches at the Suís and the Continental. Mater boni Consilii. Now that was a world, nothing like today’s. A world made for her and Grandfather Francisco alone. Vas insigne devotionis. Grandfather Francisco was the mythical figure of the Ventura branch of the family: a prudent, honest man with a profound sense of his honor and abilities who, luckily, had died early on. His demeanor wasn’t as bright and shining as that of the viscount of Güell, or as those of the lyons that frequented the Excelsior but, by God, he was something. Francisco was serious, discreet, judicious, circumspect, and a lover of balance and moderation. He wrote wonderful poetry and dedicated it all to her. He had a sensitive, romantic temperament and was fervently enamored with Wagner. But he also nurtured a good sense of humor and liked making mischief when they went to listen to Meller sing her “Firulí, Firulà.” Ora pro nobis. You should have seen him, she’d say, walking down Passeig de Gràcia. He would greet passersby with such elegance, such unpretentiousness, tipping his cap in a most unostentatious way. We’d go out for an hour at half past noon when we would mingle with the crème de la crème of Barcelona. Those who’d parade the newest fashions, wetnurses from upstanding households, kept women, people with money who liked to bask in the sun. They’d leave their cars at the top of Carrer Gran and walk down the sloping avenue, imbibing the colors, the tones that Passeig de Gràcia would take on at midday. The clouds would clear up and the avenue would merrily come back to life. Everything was gleaming—the beards, walking sticks, jewels, horses, waistcoats, and pocket-watch chains of all the fine people with whom we’d cross paths. Turris Davidica. Francisco had a gift for painting, his favorite painter was Urgell. But Francisco’s canvases looked even more alive. The landscapes were more beautiful than those in real life. Everyone admired his stormy, gray-skied seas. Some even said it was impossible to tell his work from Urgell’s. And he wouldn’t utter a superfluous word, unlike nowadays, when people talk just for the sake of it. He was a man of conviction, with common sense, who knew how to command respect. And when he died, I was all on my own. Foederis Arca. Whenever she recalled Grandfather Francisco, she did so like a woman in love, and Mundeta envied her for it. She envied the calm, peaceful love that radiated from the old woman’s words. Words without a tinge of anger, hate, or resentment—a gentle love, an accommodating love, the mirror image of their happiness. Stella matutina. Mundeta remembered the only time she’d been to the Liceu, when she was 18 years old. They were putting on Parsifal. She didn’t want to wear a long, fancy dress like her older sister Sílvia, and she’d gone with all the uneasiness of one who knew she was stepping into forbidden territory. She wore a maroon dress and she’d had to borrow a strapless bra because it was so low-cut in the back. See, said her grandmother, you’re a young lady now. You have to sit with your legs together and toes pointing inward. Above all, don’t scoff like that. Greet acquaintances elegantly, smile if you’re approached but don’t talk too much, only laugh when it’s appropriate, you must remain reserved. You mustn’t be too obvious: a lady must make her worth known without anyone suspecting her intentions. You must appear self-possessed. Be sure to make your way to the various halls—take note of the ottomans, the chandeliers, and the mirrors, Lord, those chandeliers!—and once you’re in your box, you must let it be known that you’re truly enthralled by the music. No binoculars, there’s no need for those, and no looking about indiscreetly—a lady must be well-kept, both inside and out. If you’d only seen Mother, jewels adorning her copper-colored hair. We often went to have a digestif at the Edèn, and Nano would bring out the best tablecloths and silverware for us. You come from true society, always remember that. It’s not enough to wear fine jewelry and dresses brought from Paris. Regina Virginium. Naturally, whenever Grandmother spoke of the olden days, she’d completely overlook the Clarets as her sense of nostalgia would only apply to her side of the family. You know, I don’t like these kinds of pleasantries. If you can believe it, I too was bored of all those social calls I had to comply with—we’d call it come-and-lie—to satisfy my mother, but there are heaps of things you must do to walk through life with your head held high. You don’t know how I suffered when your grandfather died and your mother couldn’t go to the Liceu. Those were difficult times. Our only source of amusement was going out for a stroll or to Núria’s for hot chocolate. Many of our friends cut ties with us. That’s why you simply must take advantage now. With money comes beauty. Poverty is much too ugly, Mundeta. It was hard to tell apart the real from the imagined in her grandmother’s tales. All the dates, places, and people in that story of hers would tangle up in that thick, seemingly singular mass that comprised her childhood, adolescence and years of marriage. Mundeta came to suspect that her grandmother had let her imagination roam in the telling. That’s why on the night she went to the Liceu, she didn’t dare tell her grandmother that she’d spent the whole second act of Parsifal at Bar Glacier, that she’d been embarrassed after running into a friend from school and didn’t even go back because it had bored her so much.

			She already knew what her mother was going to say. Nena, you didn’t sleep at home again last night. I’m sick of your get-togethers, of your flings with boys, I’m tired of having to keep it all from your father. And you’re lucky he’s in Madrid and won’t be back for a few days, otherwise…You’re clearly taking advantage of the situation, it’s almost like you enjoy playing me for a fool. Good Lord, chasing after my children all day, there’s no joy in it at all. What a miserable life. And Mundeta already knew how she would reply: so what, Mamà, can’t I just do as I please? All my friends go out whenever they want, look at Anna. I’m twenty years old, not some child. And her mother, at a loss for words, would stare at her, her eyes answering on her behalf. And the damn radio getting louder and louder, and closer—one morning, one morning long ago, the same sound, the same litanies, and she felt such nostalgia, such strange nostalgia, when she’d hear those litanies—as if her grandmother were trying to annoy her mother, just a little because why not, anything was possible. And when she was a little girl and her mother would punish her by sending her off to bed without her supper because she’d talked back—you’ve got some nerve, she’d say, you’re so ill-mannered, you don’t deserve anything I do for you—her grandmother would bring her chocolate cookies on the sly, which were her favorite cookies in the whole world. And a glass of warm milk with three spoonfuls of sugar with a fine layer of cream on top because her grandmother knew she preferred the cream to the milk. And she’d say, come on Mundeta, time for beddy byes or else the angels won’t leave you anything under your pillow. And her grandmother always made sure the angels left something under her pillow. And she’d tell her not-scary stories, with no dead people or ghosts. The nuns told a lot of those, with dead people and ghosts, and Grandmother, knowing as much, would tell her the story of a princess who slept atop eight mattresses with a pea underneath. And since she was a princess, her kidneys hurt the next morning. And it’d seemed impossible to Mundeta that the girl could feel a pea under all those mattresses, even if she was a princess. Grandmother told her that in reality, those were stories from a different time and that nowadays princesses walk through the streets and shake hands with passersby and seem just like the rest of us. And that it was better that way, although sometimes the intermixing could do great harm. Like when a maid gets all dolled up and deceives others by passing for a lady. And Mundeta thought that it didn’t really matter if a maid dressed up like her and that when she grew up, she wouldn’t even have a maid. But, said Grandmother, you have to treat maids well, too, because they’re also children of God. And Mundeta didn’t understand all that talk about being a child of God while at the same time not being able to wear the kinds of dresses you liked. She loved adventure stories most of all. But it wasn’t her grandmother who told her those, it was Nasi, who had a big imagination and had read a lot of books. He told her scary stories like the one she later found out was a legend from Girona, where a greedy little girl ate a man’s liver and, later that night, the man emerged from the cemetery and walked to her house oh so slowly saying Marieta, Marieta I’m climbing up the stairs. And the girl was terrified and screamed, oh, mamma, mamma! And the dead man said, now I’m up the second step. And the girl cried, mamma, mamma! Then finally the dead man reached the top step and said Marieta, Marieta, I’m already at your door, I’m coming in and now I’ve got you! And he grabbed her, killed her, and cut her to pieces. Then he took her to the market and sold her to the butcher for one pesseta. And the girl’s mother, who didn’t know what had happened, bought the meat right up because it was so cheap, and then she fried it in a pan.

			Mamma, don’t fry me up,

			It’s me, Marieta;

			Mamma, don’t fry me up,

			Mamma, don’t fry me up,

			I’m your youngest one.

			And before Nasi would say story’s over, the end, she’d already be under a pillow because that way, she thought, no one could see her. Nasi would laugh at her, you’re so silly for believing these kinds of things. But he’d tell her scary stories, ones that gave her goosebumps, whenever he could. Nasi and Grandmother kept her company whenever Father punished her in the dark room. But Mother never came to check on her. Because Mother went through life constantly disoriented by her husband’s moods, like an awkward little child who doesn’t expect anything from anyone. When Mundeta grew up, she realized her mother was a fragile, defenseless creature. Only the memory of war would transform her. She’d thought about the kind of woman her mother might have been if the war had ended differently. Whenever Grandmother would get caught up talking about religious matters and telling stories about those priest-eating, church-burning anarchists—the shameless brutes who set bad examples for their children, such bad parents—Mother would say that Grandmother was nobody to criticize things she didn’t know a thing about. And it irritated Mother even more when Aunt Sixta would recount the terrible crimes against young churchgoers attributed to Durruti and his young survivors. Only then would her voice, normally restrained, and her eyes, dark and dim, take on a violent flare; why not believe, she’d retort, that Durruti was a decent man who, mistakenly or not, had ideas worth fighting for? And weren’t we the ones, she’d continue, who were stupid and vulgar, going to the dances they’d put on in the Valldoreix neighborhood? In her mother’s eyes, there had only been one decent person in that whole idiotic, dopey crowd—Kati. And Kati killed herself in ’39. All of us women from the neighborhood in Valldoreix were beyond vain, and all we knew was how to criticize people as we’d wait for our husbands at the train station. She lowered her voice, maybe we lacked a passion for dreams of our own, a reason to fight. And she went to sit down at the brazier table, draped in a wool shawl. From the dark balcony Mundeta could hear her mumble about the doctor-poet-corpse dresser and the eternal singsong verses of Salvat-Papasseit. Such delicate pleasure, to love in secret, those who see us don’t know when they see it, but we’ve already shared the kiss and even more, as the kiss brings bliss…

			Her mother was an enigma. She drank deeply from those verses and conjured a mirage of the war. But out of habit she just carried on, crushed by her husband’s very presence. He frightened her and she didn’t make any effort to hide it, not even from her children. It was as if she had committed some grave sin, some unforgivable event in her youth. Nasi, with his feverish imagination, suspected some exotic affair and when he told Mundeta about it, they couldn’t help but poke fun at the idea. It was just that the prudish, shrouded image of their mother failed to evoke such stories. Mundeta never really understood her all that well, and her mother’s daily attempts at coercion, her constant groaning—that of an obscured, stay-at-home mother who turned a home into a catafalque—caused a certain anguish. It wasn’t their father’s despotism or indifference that pushed Nasi to move to Brazil. It was their mother’s helplessness, like the muffled yet stubborn beseeching of a child who knows herself weak and takes advantage of it. It was a shame that Nasi was so far away, thought Mundeta. If he were still in Barcelona, he’d help her figure out what to do or, better yet, he’d just laugh at all her problems with Jordi. They’re such childish issues, just from listening to you, you’d think no one’s ever had their heart broken before, when this kind of thing is older than time itself. Nena, he’d say, listen to your brother, who’s cynical and knows what he’s talking about. You have to find your way out of this mess all on your own. Playing Madame de Pompadour doesn’t suit you much. Leave all that to the girls who only know how to hang out at the trendiest pubs, to those who try to “liberate” themselves in bed. When Nasi talked like that, he’d have an ironic, tender smile on his face. But the letters he’d sent from Brazil distorted that cynicism and were tinged with sadness: Mundeta, can’t you see your brother is shameless? Why are you telling me about your sentimental, bourgeois troubles? Under the haze of this tropical city, where I only allow myself to lounge around like a gigolo, I’ll ask you again not to follow in my footsteps. Because doing so would mean admiring people who are egocentric and downright cruel, people like me, who don’t know what they want: the vast majority of people in this world of wishy-washy, feebleminded souls. Don’t pay attention to me, darling, because my only aspiration is to veg out all day. And to become filthy rich, of course. And I don’t want to mess things up for you because you’re my only hope and, who knows, maybe the Claret family’s, too. The extraordinary, hang-up-filled, dull, backward Claret Family. I’m not the one who should be giving you advice, little one.

			Mundeta tried to pinpoint exactly when in her family’s short history the moments of succeeding cowardice, weakness, and impotence must have begun.

			Nasi was too far away in every sense to understand a world distorted by distance. She couldn’t write to him; if he didn’t just end up ignoring her like he’d done before, then a reality so different from Rio de Janeiro’s wouldn’t be enough for him either. Her grandmother was growing senile, absorbed in the remains of her vivid recollections; she was a decaying but respectable ruin. As she felt the two people she loved most drawing farther away from her—one in space, the other in time—and her mother wearing away, as she confronted Sílvia’s perpetual nonchalance, Gèlia’s apathy and the visceral hate she felt toward her father and anything having to do with him, Mundeta realized that any decision, if she were to make one, would be absolutely her own. And like the denouement of a slow coming of age, late but confident, it dawned on her what she had to do: she’d leave home, using Enric’s arrest as an excuse to go into hiding. No longer being part of the Claret family would be the next logical step.

			Her grandmother finished her last oremus: Per eundem Christum Dominum nostrum. Amen.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			April 14th, 1901

			Dear goodness, I’m restless…My soul races after Víctor. Why ever did I read that poem? I should have torn it to bits before giving it a single glance. He said every letter is a poem and every word, a sigh. Catalan verses sound better than Spanish ones. They’re purer, I can feel them closer to my heart. Compared to Víctor’s, Francisco’s Spanish verses seem heavy handed, strained, farcical. Now I’m coming to understand what it means for us to express ourselves in our own tongue. And I’ve been writing in my diary in Catalan for quite some time without even realizing!

			And if I could see him once? No, no, such relations could be risky, temptation…I shouldn’t compromise myself. I’ll dismiss the maid, she’s such a blabbermouth. She can’t stay the floodgates of gossip. This may not be Gràcia but in the Ensanche neighborhoods, it’s the maids who spread family secrets. I’ll call her right now and have her pack her bags.

			If only I hadn’t seen him these last few days. Fool that I am, every day I went out to water the plants, to feed the birds, to gape at the hire cars and tilburies driving down the street. I could sense him behind the curtains in his room, make out his shadow, pick up his scent from far off. It seemed to me that he was making a gesture, a signal with his hand. And the burning of his eyes would reach me, carried upon the sun’s rays. And if I were to see him? If only for a moment just to say that it’s quite unacceptable, what he’s asking of me…There’d be no malice in our encounter and it’d soften the blow for him. Poor thing, I wouldn’t want to hurt him…just to ask about his intentions…Yes, we could meet and I could speak to him, be by his side a little bit, see him up close!

			My stomach hurts. Fear is knotting up my insides. I’d have to muster the courage to tell him, listen, young man, who do you think you are? I’m a decent woman, a lady…It’s too late now, I can’t fool myself. No, no, better to treat him like a child. Listen, I’m a grown woman, I’m twenty-five years old and I’ve been married for six, I don’t want to hurt you, you’re so young. Why would you bring this mess upon yourself? Or, in a dignified manner, could I say, listen, I’ve only come to demand that you leave me alone? I should write him straight away. He needs to know who he’s dealing with, a woman who’s married to a fine man, one respected by all…And if I tore the letter up? Pretended I never received it? Forgetting it all would be most convenient. But to forget his passion? It must be sweet, a love that’s brand-new! I must see him, I must! I wish his figure would flee my memory. I wish I could conjure him up hunchbacked or old, wasted away, with limping legs, decrepit, with lines of wrinkles across his face and chin, reddish bags under his eyes and yellowish furrows on his skin, emaciated from a fever, ugly as a gypsy, horrible as death, with a double chin from being so obese and a nervous tic in his left eye, bald with an enormous head, aging skin, hands shaking, the color of lamb meat, with the drooling face of a simpleton, pointedly cross-eyed, with…None of that. Víctor is as beautiful as the two marble cherubs…Oh the agony, I’m such a nitwit.

			I sent him a note. Tomorrow at eleven, I’ll be at church. At Santa Maria del Mar.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			I now have eyes that truly see, Mundeta Ventura thought to herself, because for the first time I’ve laid them on a man, a man of my own. On the afternoon when she was heading to the Tostadero, despite the air of unrest—all the fault of Companys and the Generalitat government, that’s what people were saying—she had prodded Patrícia to go watch Queen Christina with her. Christina, the most beloved, commemorated, sublime, and desired queen in history. All thanks to Greta, the divine, the mythical.

			Christina, a high-spirited woman who, of her own will, loses her way over a man. Christina-Greta is a shrewd, wise woman, a lover of hyperbole, intelligence and clever words, who’s quite capable of spoiling the dignity of her station, the sacredness of sex for a mere fool, for any old guy. It’s hard to find a man in this terrible, human jungle. A man, a man. But she, Mundeta-Greta, had fallen for a true gentleman of more noble stock—and a more delicate one, although he himself didn’t know it—than Ninotchka, Christina and Hari. In a superb, unforgettable close-up—her face angled in the camera—Greta the brave, the bold, the one and only, sails toward happiness. Where to, Mundeta? It doesn’t really matter; the movie doesn’t say. Plus we’re already at The End. Story’s over, Mundeta. It’s hard to bear, isn’t it, the return to reality? Greta the divine, the beautiful, the sublime.

			She had no desire to sit in a cafeteria and wait for one hour to bleed into another. She found going out with Patrícia exasperating; she’d been raised in the country and had married a poet, he’s a devil, Mother would say, and narcissistic and self-absorbed. Mundeta thought Patrícia wouldn’t quite grasp Greta’s role. Patrícia could barely read and write. She lacked the sensibility of Barcelonans—her mother’s ability to languish, pining for other lands as she watered the geraniums on the balcony. Mundeta kept quiet that day, not because of her usual shyness, but because she sensed that Patrícia wouldn’t understand what she meant if she spoke of the harmonious grace of a couple holding hands, the musical aesthetic of the Barcelonan atmosphere, the elegance of the lines of cars driving down Corts Catalanes, the shimmer of an October afternoon. It seemed fruitless to try to polish up the linguistic shortcomings of a woman who’d been brought up with a miserable country education, who’d wasted away in her indifferent and unappealing marriage. That afternoon, Mundeta-Greta solely wished to go to the Tostadero. And Mundeta-Greta started to ponder how she might get rid of Patrícia, that guardian angel her mother had sent along.

			She began to grow impatient knowing that Ignasi would be there waiting. I’ll be at the Tostadero, he’d told her. She couldn’t disappoint her man. He was the first she’d ever met and he was all her own. She’d fight tooth and nail for him if she had to. Even Kati or whoever else. She thought that her love would be like her parents’, full of evanescence, subtleties and languor. They’d share a lifetime of waltzes and travels. She’d wear white silk nightgowns and would sleep in Ignasi’s arms as the sheer curtains on the window fluttered in the wind. She’d hear his voice like her father’s, saying play the waltz from Coppélia, my dear. And all their little children would draw near, beaming with joy and happiness and…She tried to see her father in her mind’s eye but she could only invoke a humdrum, sad old man sitting next to a large plant they’d call “the palm trees on the balcony.” He had a pale face and his hands would fall, weary and lifeless, on the rocking chair’s armrests. Then another distant and uncanny image would surface: a straw hat and a twirling cane. It was a bright, joyful seeming day—she couldn’t say if it was a Sunday or a workday—when he had taken her for a walk at Parc de la Ciutadella. He showed her the big cats and then, when they walked along Passeig dels Tells, he imitated them. He roared like the lions and tigers, so loudly that everyone turned to look at him. And he said, my little snake. And they went to see the lily pads on the little island in front of the waterfall, and she wanted to climb onto the flat lily pads and her father burst out laughing and lifted her in the air, swinging her up and down, and when she’d reach his face, he’d give her a kiss on the nose. For my girl’s little nose, for my little serpent, I’d conquer the whole of America. Then one day her aunts, who had been summering at Valldoreix, arrived—unsmiling and anxious—and they took her with them. Three months went by before she finally came home. Her mother wouldn’t talk and dressed in black. Father was nowhere to be seen.

			She looked for him on the balcony, in the rocking chair next to the palm trees, in the room with the secretary and the bridal trousseau, in the parlor with the sets of porcelain, the paintings by Urgell and by her father and the family dolls—she even looked inside the hole in the sunroof, but there was no trace of her father. During the first few days, Mother had been so holed up in her room that even when she did emerge it was only to sit in Father’s rocking chair and spend hours reading. Sometimes she’d go out shopping and pick up piles of magazines and books, almost all of them biographies of saints and queens that she’d stack up next to the secretary. Sometimes the piles would cover her entire room so she had a special, walnut bookshelf made in the alcove where she kept her saints. She thought it was only natural for her father to be gone. She’d heard that men often did cruel things to women—behaving like devils, as the nuns would say—like running off and leaving mothers and daughters all alone at home. And they wouldn’t come back. And she’d fly into a rage at the thought of her father, a rage that would last for days and days, and she’d promise to hate him until her dying day. Until her mother finally broke her silence and her sorrow and told her, no, Mundeta, Father didn’t leave because he wanted to. Father went to Heaven because he was tired of living on this earth. He grew old and the only way to be young again was to go to Heaven.

			From then on, her mother was quite a joyful, communicative person. Her character, once dry and sharp, became open, generous, always ready for a stroll or to meet people. She started letting go and she bought all kinds of dresses as soon as the mourning period was over. It was around then that they rented the little chalet in Valldoreix. And their old friends started making themselves scarce, and their circle whittled down to just a few relatives and, later on, to just Kati. She no longer wanted to stroll down Passeig de Gràcia anymore and she fell in love with La Rambla. She’d sing its praises and say that it was the only part of Barcelona where one could relive the greatness of the city’s past. She could no longer remember how she’d shunned the florists, the vendors at Boqueria, the painters at Bodega Bohemia, the raucousness of foreigners and the dresses that cocottes wore back when she’d go to the Liceu and sit in a rented box. She wouldn’t admit that, even still, she missed her dinners at the Suís and Casa Justín, the horse races, the furs and jewels she had donned that, as time went by, she’d had to pawn to pay off her earlier expenses. She’d wear a different hat every morning, afternoon and night, and if her gloves frayed even a little, she’d buy new ones. She broke ties with the whole family over some land in Siurana and with what she spent on legal fights and lawyers, she squandered the remainder of the small pension her husband had left her. Only a life annuity her father had bequeathed her when he died remained. They had to let the help go, first the cook and then the maid. Mundeta would listen to her excuses when they’d go visit people, about how the maids would steal and how having a live-out maid was far more chic and European. She’d faithfully show her devotion every First Friday of the month and she developed a passion for collecting all kinds of prayer cards with drawn-out litanies in exchange for which she’d been promised years and years of indulgences. She’d jot down all the days she’d earned toward Heaven in that same journal where she’d copy down her favorite verses. She started changing confessors frequently and, when she’d grow fond of one, she’d praise his virtues left and right and visit him almost daily. She’d give prayer books with golden corners and many-colored ribbons to the live-out maids, who’d now last for more than two weeks, and she’d buy mother-of-pearl rosaries with silver crosses for the children who lived in shacks. Despite the economic plight they were forced to endure, Mundeta’s mother never abandoned her perfumes and books. Every night, she’d let her hair down with a toss of the head, standing before the moonlike mirror in her mahogany armoire. Meanwhile, her daughter would sit on the bed rail and admire her in silence.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			April 15th, 1901

			The Virgin of the Assumption appeared made of flesh, her arms wide open, eyes gazing toward the Heavens, the folds of her clothes taking flight. I knelt down before her and begged for help. The quiet, the darkness, the scent of the altar candles and the enormity of the church overwhelmed me. Today Santa Maria seemed more towering than ever. I sensed Víctor under the mask of the Moor that hung beneath the organ and pretended I couldn’t see him. I walked out and stopped beside the Font dels Senyors. I fixed my gaze on one of the faucets and he stood right behind me. I walked up Carrer de l’Argenteria and my scarf fell to the ground. Then he gave it to me and took my hand.

			April 18th, 1901

			We went for a walk through Barceloneta. The farther, the better. It’s all new to me. We took a hire car almost right up to the shore. And I was charmed by this hardworking, joyful neighborhood, the children playing fancy-free on the streets, the old ladies hanging their clothes up to dry on their tiny balconies, the men lighting their pipes outside their front doors. The air breathed out wafts of saltiness. We went inside a tavern crowded with sailors and fishermen and no one paid attention to us. This struck me as odd, but it also dispelled my embarrassment. The stink of fish and fried oil made me light-headed. Víctor took me to the beach and the eastern wind stroked our cheeks. He looked at me with burning eyes. And he kissed me.

			April 25th, 1901

			The days are free from fog, the sky is happier than I. Víctor, you bring joy to my life, you coat it in happiness. Love at long last!

			May 10th, 1901

			I love him! I love him! Because ours is a secret love.

			May 25th, 1901

			I wish I could say that I have a lover, like Madame Bovary. But that would be a lie. I’m wounded from love and scared to death. Today I went to the Jesuits for confession, to see a priest who didn’t know me. He told me that I’m sinning, that I’m on the edge of the abyss, that I must leave him. And he only kissed me once.

			June 10th, 1901

			I haven’t changed. I’m sick and tired. Víctor hasn’t said a word for days, hasn’t written, hasn’t sent a note through the maid.

			June 12th, 1901

			Will I forget him? The confessor said plenty of penitence is required. I wish my limbs would bleed like the martyrs’. Suffering, so much suffering.

			June 15th, 1901

			He wrote! He said that he’ll wait for me tomorrow in front of the waterfall at Parc de la Ciutadella. That he has to go to his parents’ town. That the school year’s over. But I won’t go. I’ve no wish to sin again.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			She’d tell them today. She had to take advantage of her father being away in Madrid. Joan Claret traveled there often, today on urgent business, tomorrow to see the undersecretary who was supposed to help with an import license, the next day to square away the office branches. His trips were routine for the rest of the Claret family, which, being made up almost entirely of women—Grandmother, Mother, Gèlia, Mundeta and a maid—had grown accustomed to doing without men. On the one hand, the family had gotten smaller since Nasi had split town and Sílvia had married, but it had also expanded with the maid, a very young woman whom Grandmother loved like one of her own. She’d kept the old woman company during many a long winter’s evening and Grandmother taught her Catalan in return.

			She had to tell them. It was hard to believe that the idea of leaving had come to her so easily—no pressing reason, no fight, no falling-out, no clear aggravation. It reminded her of how she’d stopped believing in the first place: the fact presented itself as irrefutable proof that she simply couldn’t argue with. She’d imagined, perhaps because of a certain literary tradition rooted in a somewhat rundown humanism, that any big change necessarily gave rise to drama; no matter the benefits, it was nonetheless a severance. Perhaps, she thought, it wasn’t the wind’s brutal beating against the reeds that caused them to bend, but rather the breeze’s tender persistence. Men must become a sort of moral chameleon, their skin changing colors in order to survive.

			She couldn’t quite figure out the reasoning behind her decision. It was absurd to think that Enric’s arrest or the events of the night before had caused it. Rather, she sensed that it was the logical conclusion to a series of braveries that had set over time. She’d have to steel herself against her mother’s squawking and her grandmother’s heartbroken stares. Finding sound, convincing reasons to get them to accept it would be suicide. If they argued over it, she’d just end up staying. She’d pack her bags with all her necessary things, today at the latest. Oh how she’d love to take all kinds of keepsakes, her legendary junk from school, important objects from her adolescence, the remnants that had shaped and defined her recent past!

			Her mother opened the door, stopping in the doorway.

			“Nena, do you know what time it is?”

			“No, I just woke up.”

			“I can see that. It’s late, quarter to twelve. Come on, get up. You didn’t sleep at home again last night.”

			“That’s not true. I got home late, but I slept here.”

			“I didn’t hear the door when you came in. Don’t lie to me. You’re lucky your father’s in Madrid!”

			“I don’t care if he’s in Madrid or India!”

			“Nena, don’t anger your mother.”

			Why did her grandmother have to butt in? Things were complicated enough.

			“I’m not making her angry, she’s sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong and I haven’t been able to sleep thanks to your praying the rosary. Why should I have to put up with it?”

			“Nena, what has gotten into you?”

			“When I was your age, I’d never dream of speaking that way,” Grandmother says.

			“I’m not a child, and…”

			She had to get revenge for their flaws.

			“…and, I couldn’t care less about your childhood.”

			“Nena! ”

			“There’s nothing to be done, Mamà. She’s been like this since she started university. She’s a whole different person, they’ve ruined her,” her mother adds.

			“Here we go! Why can’t you just let me live in peace.”

			“Alright, we’ll let it go for now. By the time your father arrives, you’d better…”

			“Look, Mamà, there’s actually something I want to talk to you about before he gets here.”

			“Oh, certainly not. I don’t want to get caught up in your squabbles. I’m the one who ends up bearing the brunt.”

			“Don’t play the victim.”

			“Nena.”

			Her grandmother again. She’d have to rush her lines.

			“It’s urgent.”

			“Why don’t we just wait for your father?”

			“To hell with Papà.”

			“Nena, watch your mouth.”

			“I’ve got to go into hiding for a few days.”

			“Go into hiding? From whom? What do you mean?” her mother says.

			“Did you do something wrong?” her grandmother asks.

			She didn’t know if they really didn’t understand or if they were just pretending they didn’t.

			“I have to leave home.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Now? What did you do?”

			Any other person would just tell them about the arguments at the assembly, the ideological differences between Enric and Jordi, the movement’s collapse, Jordi getting wasted, about Jordi and Anna, the incident in Anna’s room, Nito trying to grope her, running away, the man in the Alpine car, the brothel in Plaça Lesseps, her disgust, her nausea, the anguish of not knowing if she’d see Jordi again, the fear of what was to come with everyone having to go into hiding, her anxiety, the universities closing if they did shut them down, how enraging it was that there’d be no future assemblies. Any other person would just explain it all to them.

			“Absolutely not, you can’t leave home just like that, as if it were nothing,” her mother says.

			“My Lord! It’s quite a shock!”

			“And Papà…” her mother, frightened up till that moment, looked at her, “…you’ve always done whatever you’ve wanted. We bought you all the clothes you asked for, you spent two summers in England, you come home whenever you like…” she hinted, trying to make peace. “You do whatever you want when your father isn’t around.”

			“That’s not what this is about.”

			“Mundeta, for the love of God, don’t do this to your parents. First Nasi, now you…”

			Her grandmother’s eyes, her grandmother’s loving eyes.

			“You don’t know what it was like when I was growing up, now that was horrible. All day with Mother, playing the part. Us women having to keep quiet. But now! You young women do just as you please!” the old woman exclaimed.

			“I don’t understand you, daughter of mine. Why do you want to leave?”

			She couldn’t tell them. If only they’d yell or get pissed off ! If it were her father, he’d lock her in the dark room and that would be that. Eyes like embers.

			“I have to leave because the police might come looking for me.”

			“No! Who tricked you?”

			“But who’s going to support you, child?” says Mother. “Oh, come on, I don’t believe you.” A glint of hope in her eyes. “You’re joking around, right? You’ll see, your father will come home and sort everything out. He knows a prosecutor in Madrid…”

			“Enough!” She gets up suddenly, “I’m going, I said I’m going, so let me go.”

			“My Lord, you won’t manage on your own,” says her mother aggressively, watching her. “You don’t know what you’re saying. If you had lived through war you would know what it meant to go hungry, like your mother. An entire day spent searching for your father among the dead bodies, most of them entirely burnt up…and going hungry all the while!”

			“I couldn’t care less about the war and all of your messes! What’s happening now is different, don’t you understand?”

			She’d said it; now she had to get a move on. It wasn’t too late. Words delay action.

			“Oh, Mundeta, how you’ve changed…”

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			June 18th, 1901

			The rainwater streamed down Carrer de Bilbao, the wheels of a landau splashing the few people who’d dared walk outside in such overcast weather. Spring had been cut short and the sky looked like fall. I took cover from one doorstep to another, blessing the downpour for helping me pass by unnoticed. The horses muddied their hooves. I turned left onto Carders, toward Carrer Flor de Lliri, my heart more wrung out than a sponge. I was snaking around the entire time as if I were being fenced in. I’d start down Montcada but then go back. The downpour soaked me to the bone. It wasn’t raining when I’d left home, but now the patter of the rain stung my ears, it pierced them. The clouds released their fury and appeared to swallow me up in their thick curtain of rain. From Carrer de Montcada I went to both Carrers Cremat—Xic and Gran—turned onto Flassaders and didn’t dare go any farther. A blast of wind rumpled my hair. I could hear the woeful, faraway bells of Santa Maria. I walked back up Princesa thinking I’d take Tantarantana and head back home. But I turned right, onto Carrer de Fussina.

			I saw the shadowy, jagged silhouette of the park’s gardens. The park, the solemn park, bathed in silence. The rain was down to a drizzle and the leaves on the trees dripped. Every once in a while, gusts of wind would whistle beyond the gardens. It was a miserable, hellish day. I forced myself against the wind, down Avinguda dels Tells. I took the winding, murky path to the left. It was different than on sunny days. I was soaking wet by the time I reached the waterfall, which faded under the ivy in the back. It felt bleak and cavernous. I understood why people were said to commit suicide there. I didn’t see a soul. The plaza was deserted and the wind was blowing leaves from one side to the other. I admired the Venus statue’s beauty—defiant, solitary, fiery—and the rain. I wondered whether to take cover in the passageway behind the waterfall, between the two arches. The air chilled me from head to toe. I went out and that was when I saw a shadow careening on the poplar island. The sphinxes whose mouths spurted water into the pond surrounded it. I couldn’t even make out the lily pads or the birds, only a few dark blotches that stood out against the shadows. I could feel my feet sinking into the mud, getting more soaked by the minute. The dampness made my bones ache and my hair was glued to my face like a handkerchief, the water dripping down my face and neck, slinking into my bosom; I could feel my breasts turning to ice, the cold biting my heart. I stood frozen, nailed to the ground, my knees locked stiff, my body unyielding. I couldn’t see anything but that shadow, that shadow that drew closer and grew sharper, more exact, with bulging, bloodshot eyes. I felt a mass fall on top of me, gripping at my waist, forcing a hand up my dress…

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			Her mother would comfort her when she was scared, like the time she saw a dead body for the first time.

			It was the body of a dead nun, madre Sacramento. People who were intimate with the Salesianes on Carrer de Sepúlveda would call them sors, or sisters, but those who wished to lie about their origins and pass themselves off as Eixample aristocracy, like Mundeta’s mother, would address the nuns in Spanish, deferentially calling them madres.

			Madre Sacramento’s body was put on display in the middle of the church, lying on a catafalque that overflowed with white roses. Her stiff face, white as a waxen mask, was barely visible under the pearls and Valencian lace trimmings. The Salesianes showed madre-sor-sister Sacramento to everyone and they made no attempt to conceal how proud they were of the habit they’d embroidered for her. The students had to parade around the catafalque for an entire morning and Mundeta could hardly bear to steal a glance at that impassible, lifeless face. If she peeked at her from the darkest corner, it seemed to her that those angled hands, positioned over her chest as if in prayer to steel her body against the impurities of this world, moved and danced in parallel to the flickering of the altar candles. The shadows of her hands would stretch out and it looked as if tiny demons were lurking around the church. She could see her raise her head like in the miracles people talked about, and gaze at her with eyes that stuck out like needles, piercing her. She could hear her own hoarse, ordinary voice as she uttered the morning prayer:

			Blessed be your purity,

			May it be blessed forever,

			For no less than God takes delight

			In such exalted beauty.

			To you, heavenly Princess,

			Holy Virgin Mary,

			I offer on this day

			My whole heart, life, and soul.

			Look upon me with compassion;

			Do not leave me, my mother.

			And for the first time Mundeta thought that death was terrible, full of terrors and shadow. Ever since her father had left this world because he’d grown old, her mother would walk her to the Salesianes’ door on Carrer de Sepúlveda each day. She liked giving out little presents to the quiet, Spanish-speaking nuns who taught labores and canto and wore snug black habits with a veil and an immaculate coif wrapped around their heads. The Salesianes thought Mundeta’s mother was practically a saint, and they’d all carp about the girl being so scared, right in front of her. Mother would defend her half-heartedly and would make Mundeta walk with her head held high and her chest puffed out whenever they’d pass Col·legi de la Presentació, the school for the neighborhood’s rich little girls, who wore two uniforms: one in the summer and one in the winter. In the winter they’d wear an enormous black hat and a blue sash, while the summer uniform was made with finer fabric in lighter shades. And mother would tell her that she shouldn’t be scared of anyone, living or dead, and that she should make an effort never to cry. And she’d comfort her when she felt ugly, like the day they saw that blond little girl with hair like golden thread who played the harp at Col·legi de les Salesianes while the sisters wept. Her hair enveloped her like a golden mantle, grazing the floor, and she looked like the Mother of God up there onstage. Her mother told her she’d be pretty, too, very pretty, because hers was a raw-chestnut crown. But when Mundeta looked at herself in the mirror she only saw a crouching figure, hunchbacked, trudging along with a blemished complexion. She was well aware of the disappointment in her mother’s eyes since it seemed she’d tiptoed into the world, lacking all the beautiful features that other girls were blessed with. No matter how often mother repeated that blondes would lose their hair and go bald like Aunt Sixta, or that her eyes would be big, Mundeta intuited that she would have to pass through life unnoticed, grateful to be there at all. And she hated her mother every time she said, both to the nuns and to her aunts in Valldoreix, this little girl will never grow up, she’s like a white lily, always on the verge of withering, she’s so feeble, such a scrawny little thing.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			June 18th, 1901

			…and I tore away and ran with the hem of my skirt drenched in mud and the top of my dress ripped open. Once again I took the winding path, which now seemed wicked, mired with puddles and muck. And at Passeig dels Tells I ducked my head under the wind, beneath the rain, so I wouldn’t cry, so I could blot out that shadow. My hair covered my eyes as I faced the wind dragging me outside the park in a fury. I then took a hire car that was passing by Saló de Sant Joan, heading toward Born, and I told the driver, home, take me home, on Carrer de Còrsega. Quickly, I’m not feeling well. I told him I didn’t feel well because I couldn’t breathe, because I didn’t want to burst into tears right there. I shook the entire way home, the world flickering before my eyes, sheathed in film. I was still shaking when, at home, Francisco took me and put me in bed, bloodless, washed out. I was shivering under the sheets with a bottle of hot water at my side. Francisco was crying and saying that the weather had changed so suddenly. He looked at me with waxen eyes and called out orders to the help. I had no blood left in me as I told Francisco that the downpour had caught me in full force before I ever got to Pauleta’s house.

			And I covered myself up under the sheets, my head too, while Francisco asked the maid for a cup of herbal tea and pulled the shutters closed. I shivered under the sheets wrapped around me like a shroud of love. And, little by little, I felt a warmth rising through my body. A warmth that filled my veins. My body felt like an ember, blazing like timber. And the warmth thrust my body from side to side, but it wasn’t a fever and my body hunched over until my forehead touched my knees and then twisted as if I were being poked from underneath. My hands couldn’t hold still. They started stroking my neck, dancing all around it until my mouth was right beneath my armpit. And then my hands caressed my breasts, squeezed them and got hotter, and they kept getting hotter as they travelled down…It was then that I dreamed of the monster that haunted me for the three days. That giant scarlet monster with breasts and horns and the face of a woman and a monster all mottled together. And the howling filled the room. That sinister howling. And the monster’s eyes would come toward me and recede. They were shadow eyes, bulging eyes, right next to the nostrils, bloodshot and mangled. And the images of my dead—my parents and grandfather—cried out that I was an adulteress.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			Such a scrawny little thing. Her mother was right. That’s why she pushed Patrícia’s arm aside and walked briskly ahead. Mundeta-Greta paid no mind to Patrícia’s disconcerted screeches begging her to come back as soon as she realized she wouldn’t be able to keep up. But Mundeta-Greta could no longer hear her. She crossed Carrer Viladomat, Carrer Borrell and Carrer Urgell, walking straight ahead without straying from the leftmost footway of Corts Catalanes. Flared up by newfound rage, she raced to find Ignasi, whose presence, as the man who loved her, would rid her of the fog that had borne down on her since birth. She anxiously left Carrer Viladomat behind, then Carrer Casanova and Carrer Muntaner, frantically outpacing the other passersby. She hadn’t noticed the mood of expectation in the city—a tense, quiet apprehension. She hadn’t noticed how only a handful of people were out on the street that day and how those who were outside would cast suspicious glances behind them every few steps, pausing at every doorstep, making no effort to mask their fear. Uncertainty hung in the air as if the hands of a clock were slowing down as they passed, as if time were waiting for a reason to turn everything on its head. The silence enveloping the city seemed like a prelude to a great, final clamor. But Mundeta Ventura picked up on none of that. Mundeta-Greta made her way up Corts Catalanes, drawing nearer and nearer to Plaça de la Universitat; she was in a daze, removed from the public spectacle, drawn by the force of a single idea. Patrícia Miralpeix—a woman born in the country, raised on a farmstead and married to a poet—trailed behind, running and gasping for air, growing more disoriented by the minute. She was becoming a little black dot, a teensy little speck among the trees on Carrer de Viladomat, a shrieking fleck that no one heeded. Mundeta-Greta cut across the long avenue, toward the sea, and she felt that same fear as always welling up inside her. Her mother was right: she’d often felt like a lily on the verge of wilting, delicate, fragile. But now she could feel a certain suppleness to her body, like a reed, strong and pliable at the same time. Mundeta-Greta found herself in front of the Tostadero and came to a sudden stop. She had to go inside, she had to. She caught a few of the words that scampered across Plaça de la Universitat, where the air was stiff, dense. The door to the Tostadero kept swinging open and closed. Mundeta-Greta could feel a radiant warmth on her cheeks, the sweat sticking to her. Mundeta-Greta flung the door open triumphantly as if in a final, victorious act. A stench thrust her back: among the wafts of tobacco smoke and body heat, she could make out a pale, haggard face. Greta got up and left and Mundeta didn’t know what to say to that face that breathed out a sad, cadaverous stench.

			The bus was full of women, Mundeta, said Ignasi. Two boys were there as well, he said, and he kept going on about how young they were. They had to get to Sabadell. They were the reinforcements. The women were unarmed. And I could tell that the bus driver must have realized too late that Carretera de l’Arrabassada was winding and steep. I could tell he was running late and I figured he was counting every last curve before he could reach flatter terrain. At one turn, he ran into the Civil Guard. Ignasi’s voice seemed absent, machinelike. They were plowing ahead in their three-cornered hats and the bus couldn’t go any faster.

			And the women and the two boys only had a pair of carbines between them, you understand, Mundeta? The Mauser rifles gleamed, teasing the bus just ahead. Stepping on the gas, trudging along, huffing and puffing. I heard two shots. And the bus going faster and faster still. And I clenched my fists so tight that there wasn’t a drop of blood left in my knuckles. The shell hit its target. I saw one of the two boys fall. Then a piercing cry tore through my body. Dead silence. The bus came to a halt as soon as the road had stopped winding, right in front of me. I approached it. The driver looked at me inquisitively, who are you, where did you come from? And I mumbled that I was waiting to give them the four Mausers that I had been charged with. And he cut me short, and you haven’t shown your face until now? I only wanted to know how many had been wounded, so I asked him. He said there were none and I let out a sigh of relief. Then he spit, don’t smile too much, pretty boy, two are dead.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			June 9th, 1909

			Yesterday Francisco asked if we might sleep in the same room again. He won’t even try asking me to play the waltz from Coppélia anymore. Ever since we had the baby, he mostly lets me be. So, I just live my life. I didn’t want to celebrate my birthday. Thirty-five! And I told him it’d be better for us to each have our own room and that, if he wanted, we could move our furniture to our shared chamber.

			I’m starting to feel better. When the baby was born, it wouldn’t have taken much for the both of us to meet our maker. She’s ugly and sad and she has furrows on her face that make her look gaunt. Her bulging eyes seem made of glass. She won’t be happy. Francisco’s partly to blame, naming her Ramona! He called it a lovely name, a name for a girl with no airs or affectations. It sounds like a rustic name to me, a name for an unlucky woman. If only we’d had a boy…A man is born free, he can choose his path. There’s nothing a woman can do in this world. From the very start I’d get sick at the sight of that bundle of flesh, all wrinkly and dry. She couldn’t even latch onto the wetnurse. She grew thinner and thinner until I thought she’d die on me. Ever since she was born, I’ve felt unsettled, not wishing to see anyone. Not even to go out for a walk or to the theater. Francisco flatters me. He treats me like a queen and pampers me solicitously, and then he looks at me with those pale eyes that have never quite understood me. He wants to take me to the theater to see Guimerà and he buys me carnations and the latest fashion magazines from Paris, the most expensive ones. He doesn’t get upset when I fire the help. People in the neighborhood criticize us and say I’m difficult, that there’s no maid I’ll tolerate because I don’t feed them enough and I make them go to church.

			I think I’m too old to have a child. It’s as if she made off with a good dose of my blood, leaving me empty inside. I don’t know if I love her, the baby. It’s not her fault that it’s hard for me to understand things, that I suffer from this unease that shifts my moods so quickly, like night and day. Even today I flung a porcelain cup against the floor because, as I sipped on my tea, I could see my reflection. I saw a haggard face with long, fine wrinkles around the eyes and two terrible bags under each lid, like a stroke of darkness. It was the face of a woman who’s come undone, a spent one with a double chin that won’t even let me button up my dress collars, and hands swollen up with veins, sky-blue veins. I felt a premonition, like the time the Domingos gave us an embossed postcard with a black cat and a glass of champagne on top of some hundred-pesseta bills. “Love and fortune,” it read. Love and fortune, two words that afflict each other, two words that destroy themselves, love and fortune. Children are like mirrors. You can see your end in them. Their presence warns you of it all the time. And my childhood, which was so happy and peaceful, fades in my memory only to transform into the unfortunate face of this new Mundeta.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			She bumped into him in the cloisters at the College of Letters on the first day that they reopened the university after a long, disorienting month. Leaning back against a column right in front of her classroom, he gently rocked his leg from side to side. Hands in his pockets, his face gaunt, she thought he seemed quieter, lonelier. At first she pretended she didn’t see him but, in the end, she nervously went up to him.

			“Ah, so you didn’t die?”

			“Hi, Mundeta.”

			“You should’ve told me where you were going.”

			“I called your house, but they kept saying that you weren’t there.”

			“That’s a good excuse, actually. It’s annoying to see you here, by accident, as if I were just another friend.”

			“Look, nena, there aren’t many friends like you out there, but there’s not a big difference between you and a guy friend.”

			“You know I was looking for you, right? But no one knew where you were.”

			“I know, Rafa told me.” He looked at her intently. “How’s life?”

			“Well, you know I was in hiding, too. I took advantage of the whole thing to move out.”

			“Ah, is that right? I didn’t know. It’s been a while since I’ve seen anyone other than Rafa. I was in a flat that only had a table, a chair, and a bathroom that wasn’t working. At least Rafa left me a radio and books, ’cause if not…”

			“He told me he didn’t know where to find you either.”

			“I didn’t want to see anyone.”

			“It appears the danger has passed.”

			“Yeah, but Enric is in jail because of me. They wouldn’t have gone after him if we hadn’t fought like idiots at that damn assembly.”

			“Occupational hazards.”

			“And how did your family take you leaving?”

			“You can imagine. My mother and grandmother are crying like babies. Gèlia told me.”

			“Don’t worry about it. It’ll pass. They’ll be following you around like two baby birds in no time.”

			“I’m not so sure. My grandmother lives in another world. My mother scares me more.”

			“She’s just another woman who eats veal instead of ox, if you get my drift. A house mouse from Eixample.”

			“Stop picking on my family!”

			He suddenly turned around, nervous. Mundeta noticed a hint of fear in his eyes but didn’t pay it any mind.

			“It really gets to you when someone insults your family. You’d go straight home if you could. You’re cut from the same cloth.”

			“You don’t love anybody. Not even yourself.”

			“Look, Mundeta. We can’t just dance traditional, Catalan sardanes and call it a day. I try to love myself rationally so that I don’t lose my mind. Just a moment ago I felt like someone was following me. If I didn’t rationalize my feelings, even my fears, I’m not sure what would happen to me. And you should do the same.”

			“That superiority complex of yours.”

			“I’ve always tried to help you with certain things. That’s all. You’ve moved out, but that’s only the first step.”

			“The first step to where?”

			They passed through the cloisters and into the courtyard. It felt good to sit on a bench and stretch out her legs. Mundeta’s back was almost flush with the bottom of the seat. She loved the warmth of the sun, milky and waning on her legs.

			“I’m not sure exactly.”

			“That’s the first time you’ve ever admitted to not knowing something.”

			“Maybe because I’m getting old. I’ve learned that there are some things you can’t explain, no matter how hard you try.”

			“Yeah, you’re getting old.”

			“And here I thought you didn’t have a sense of humor.”

			“I’m getting old, too.”

			She would have liked to stand up, to pace, to have spoken with no regard for how he’d take it.

			“There’s nothing left for us to say.”

			“Don’t be so dramatic, sweetheart.”

			“You’d prefer that we not see each other anymore.”

			“What the hell are you talking about now?”

			“And if it was me who didn’t want to see you? What happened wasn’t a matter of politics. You just want to change women like you’re changing clothes.”

			“You don’t have to put it so crudely.”

			“Of course, we’re the most wonderful people in the world…” The image of Anna’s bedroom made her go quiet. “We should just let it go.”

			“Mundeta, you seem different now, it’s like you’ve changed.”

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			July 28th, 1909

			Barcelona is no longer what it once was. Perhaps the city seems older, though now that the walls have been torn down it ought to look more open and European. It’s like Madrid’s humble, lame sister, always a beggar. Even when we go out to the Suís and Maison Dorée, I can see none of the ancient charm of a civilized city. I miss the days when we’d go out to the Liceu and they’d put on Wagner. Now Francisco’s taken a liking to cuplé. We saw a certain Francisca Màrquez, who goes by the name Raquel Meller. She’s Aragonese, like those anarchists people talk about, and I don’t think she’ll go very far. Francisco prefers this so-called Raquel to Fornarina, especially at the Arnau when she sings:

			And Manolo said

			to her cousin Naná:

			“Down from Paris comes Mamá

			and what a beautiful boy

			she’s brought, such a joy!

			And yours, where does she bring them from?”

			And the cousin replied:

			“We’re oh, so poor,

			that the kids in the house are made by Papá”

			Firulí, firulá…

			Meller made Francisco forget all about Wagner. I find her suspicious, ordinary, vulgar. Not a cocotte like Bella Chelito. Francisco laughs and his beady and pale eyes follow the cuplé singer’s figure—a broad, vulgar, unrefined figure, and Francisco’s nostrils flare as they pick up on the scents of the demimondaines scampering around the Arnau…

			Yesterday I had a little adventure and I wouldn’t want it to reach Francisco’s ears. He’s always so preoccupied with his reputation. I was walking around Arco del Triunfo with Pauleta—we were out buying trimmings for the drapes in the dining room—when, all of a sudden, an old lady cried out:

			“Africa is the slaughterhouse of the young and poor!”

			And as if by magic we saw a throng of men and women rush at the guards outside the Court. And they didn’t keep their horses waiting. They dispersed the riffraff with an iron boot. And Pauleta and I were scared to death and took cover in a doorway. Once everything was over, the streets looked ghastly. Two of the wounded dragged themselves on the ground to stave off further blows. And a young man, almost a boy, had his ear split open. Two streams of blood soiled his shirt. The commotion had ended as quickly as it started, and right as we pulled ourselves together and walked out the doorway we heard the old lady whimper behind us:

			“Let the rich go to war. They took my nephew, don’t you know?”

			It’s sad that the war kills off our young, even if they are poor. Then, at the Punyalada, we ran into Senyor Forns and Francisco. They talked about the commotion. They said that our reserve troops were being sent to Africa. The whole of Barcelona is going. Senyor Forns had seen them set fire to the Piarist monastery at Ronda de Sant Pau. The Civil Guard was armed, patrolling La Rambla and everything around it. The crowd was attacking them from Pla de la Boqueria and both Carrer de Sant Pau and Carrer de l’Hospital. The waiter told us that the women of ill repute on Carrer d’en Robador were fanning the flames against the Civil Guard and that there was one lady of the night, a so-called Gallinaire, who had stripped the nuns and exposed their bodies to the masses. I don’t understand why they must commit blasphemy and sacrilege, if this is war.

			Francisco’s frightened. Right as we arrived home, he announced that we’re going to Siurana with our daughter. It seems the city’s in danger.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			It was like a sip of milk, the skin that Ignasi had loved with such fervor on a 1934 afternoon. Ignasi’s eyes, blazing like a hawk’s, flickered as he told Mundeta everything that had happened on Carretera de l’Arrabassada. Seated in a corner of the Tostadero, it took a long time before he even realized she was there. It was as if he were on the verge of madness. He’d mumble incoherently, going on about Companys proclaiming the Catalan State. Mundeta was embarrassed that she wasn’t aware of the situation, and she recalled the aroma of thick chocolate from the day the Republic had been declared. Both events mingled together in her thoughts. She was anxious about Ignasi being so unsettled, as if he had stepped in from another world. They were horrifying, Mundeta, the dead bodies on Arrabassada. I was there, gaping like a popinjay. Mundeta didn’t know what to say to him. It’s as if I had been the executioner. As if those mangled bodies were all my own doing. It came so easily to her, going out arm in arm with Ignasi, walking down the streets, pressing against his skin. It came so easily that afternoon, to love those hawkish eyes that looked at her despondently. Her skin dripping like a sip of milk. And when Ignasi undressed her little by little, she walked into a dream. What torment, he kept saying, the dead bodies on Arrabassada. And Mundeta found it quite natural, entering an unknown room. We were supposed to take the weapons to Sabadell. The whole of Catalonia had to take up arms. As he kissed her, he kept saying, this is my country. Whenever I leave I wish I were back. My head’s in the clouds, I wanted to fight, you know, to mend the divide between workers’ issues and our country’s issues. That’s why I went to Arrabassada. She never asked why he’d taken her to an unfamiliar place. But when I got there I didn’t do a thing. I stood there like a fool, staring at the wounded. Look at my hands, Mundeta. And she looked at them, kissed them, and didn’t know what to say to him. These hands didn’t deliver the Mausers. These hands stayed put in my pockets, pressed against my legs as I walked all the way down the mountain. And I didn’t stop until I reached the Tostadero, so to speak. Because I was so scared it was as if my stomach were roiling with fear and wanted to escape through my mouth. I felt the urge to vomit. And I did, Mundeta, but the fear, which was what I really wanted out, stayed inside me. And I didn’t stop until I reached the Tostadero. And she caressed him but didn’t know what to say to him. The weapons had to reach Sabadell, it was a matter of life or death. You see, we’re not free and, until today, I thought we needed violence. And she kissed his back. And his hawk eyes cried. I saw the skulls of those two boys crushed in the middle of the road, Mundeta. And when I saw the Civil Guard running toward the bus, trying to catch up to it, I flung those Mausers far away from me. I didn’t want them to get me and I took off running down a side road. And I looked at the Civil Guard as if I wanted to tear them to pieces with my bare hands, but it was all a lie, Mundeta, because I really only wanted to run away. And I didn’t stop until I reached the Tostadero and she, with her tousled hair, skin white as a sip of milk, stroked the nape of his neck. And two tiny tears fought to break free from his hawk eyes. And then a pair of tiny, nearly imperceptible drops of blood also fell like two fallen rosebuds on the bed sheets.

			Three days later they told her, you know Costa, that fellow who was as mad as a hatter? He committed suicide.

			The madhatter had committed suicide with a generous dose of hydrochloric acid. And the summer holidaymakers in Valldoreix, the few who were still there, would talk about it while they waited for their husbands at the station. Everyone knew that he’d walked among the dead at Arrabassada like a madman, and Aunt Sixta reckoned that it was a very unchristian act of pride, committing suicide.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			December 3rd, 1918

			Francisco’s very sick. Yesterday I thought he’d let out a death rattle, he produced such hoarse, rough sounds as he breathed, choking as if there were boiling water down his throat. I propped him up and he vomited blood, black blood, tarlike. He can’t even stand up anymore and he soils himself. His hands shake and he drops everything he tries to hold. He eats like a bird. As the hemorrhages progress, his eyes sink further down and become paler. Doctor Moragas has to puncture his stomach to drain the fluid. Not even the doctor’s remedies help him anymore. When he first vomited blood we thought it was the medicine, but then he started growing weaker, muttering nonsense all day. My cousins came down from Valldoreix. Sixta says she’ll take my daughter with her. Sixteta can play with her.

			Ever since he got sick, ten years ago now, Francisco has never been well. Back then his eyes were yellow, like a canary. His body was jaundiced too and he always complained that everything itched. But I didn’t worry about it. When fluids started collecting in his stomach, he slowly grew paler and lost the desire to do anything. He’d always be by the palm trees on the balcony, sitting in his rocking chair with his feet propped up because he’d say they’d swell. The doctor told me his liver was as hard as a rock and that’s why his stomach was full of water. Ever since he started vomiting—a few times each day—I’ve been distraught. I can’t even bring myself to look at him when I take him broth in that mug we have for the sick. He latches onto the spout but, even then, the soup drips down the corners of his mouth. He would often curl up in the rocking chair, wheezing, and I could still hear him all the while. Now there’s not even that. I can’t understand him when he speaks. He seems like a baby bird, he’s so helpless.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			Mundeta, you’ve changed, Jordi had just finished saying. She looked around: the same slender, young figures, the designer dresses and long, flowing hair, the explosion of unisex fashion. Her mother had said the same thing, Mundeta, how you’ve changed. And she didn’t know why. Sometimes things come for no particular reason, with no prologues or interludes, and then they’re gone without an epilogue, leaving nothing behind but the mark of age. She turned to get a closer look at Jordi’s face, a weary face, focused in on itself. He’d changed, too: or was it the things around them that had taken on a different appearance, a different color? Jordi rested the nape of his neck on the back of the bench. “Go to hell!”

			“What’s wrong with you? Can’t we have a conversation without it turning into an argument, Mundeta? Listen, you’re right, I should have told you where I was.”

			“That’s easy to say after the fact, when it’s already over. Nothing I could say to you would matter now. It was before, when we were alone and confused, when we didn’t know what to do, that we really needed one another.”

			“I didn’t need you.”

			“You’re right, you’ve never needed anyone.”

			He looked at her inquisitively.

			“Are you just saying this because you got pissed off at Anna’s house?”

			She’d had enough. She suddenly felt disgusted. What else was there to do but leave? She stood right up and took off running through the courtyard. She passed through the cloisters—she was going so fast that every face was a blur—and made it to the road. She wanted the city stage to turn on its head.

			The city…A city that was no longer the same idyllic place it was in the ’30s, and nowhere near the legendary Barcelona of the turn of the century. She crossed Gran Via and passed by the student bar. The prostitutes were just getting to work. A man whistled at her from inside. The city changed, warped, cheapened itself, clung to a false image, transformed by the printed word. She turned the corner and went up the Ronda toward Plaça de Catalunya. She walked faster and faster as if hoping to leave some concrete mass behind. If she watched the people around her, she’d see they’d lost the desire to walk about, they hurried along in a kind of stupor, bustling, their gazes absent, office half-wits—images banished from poetry. She sat on a chair in the plaza, panting. The trams had disappeared, you saw more and more buses. It was as if someone had crammed in all of the world’s financial institutions, a happy display of supermarkets, an endless list of storefronts, franchise storefronts, savings banks. Plaça de Catalunya was just another postcard. The city…Movie theaters were kept at an adequate temperature plus you could choose between an excellent musical or a film that was either for or against the war. The go-go girls had gone extinct. The newest automobiles—dynamic, fast, comfortable, safe—had appeared on the market. Loyalty to the slogan: Investment is the economy’s driving force. Underground parking garages multiplied. Cars slowed down. There wasn’t enough space. For those already in on the conversation, controversies about the green spaces that were a rip-off to citizens. Barcelona in the late ’60s: diverse and eclectic, full of clichés whose gratuitous images served to sedate those with a taste for gray literature from the office, lacking all spunk and imagination.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			December 6th, 1918

			We’ve had many troubles of late. And life seems to be slipping through his fingers. The construction business went downhill with the general strike; people don’t trust private lenders anymore. Everything has to go through companies, partnerships. With the war no one asked him for credits and he never hid his antipathy toward England. He’d say that trade with the allies wouldn’t benefit us in the least. And what did I care if England, France, Germany, or the Emperor of Argentina were to win? But I did have to pawn my bridal jewelry and haven’t laid eyes on it since. It makes me sad to think of my rubies, blood red as they were.

			Not even our child brought joy to our lives. Poor thing, she’s so gaunt, like Francisco’s face; it’s lifeless, a sick person’s countenance. I remember his discussions on Wagner with Domingo, and how he’d enjoy making mischief when we’d go see that Meller woman. Now that his eyes are all watery, saliva dripping from his chin, hands shaking, I can’t stop thinking about his death. God forgive me.

			I recognize that he poured all the tenderness—all the love that a man can offer a woman without inflicting harm upon himself—into me, neither pretty nor ugly as I am. He was mild, kind, discreet; a true gentleman. He loved me measuredly, properly. But I never felt seduced by him. He seemed to time any manifestations of warmth he’d bestow upon me, checking his watch so he’d know what time he was supposed to hug or kiss me. If I ever became irritated at his slowness, he’d look at me like a neglected puppy and mumble, I don’t understand you, Mundeta, I don’t know what it is you want.

			Perhaps I’m writing all of this to excuse myself, or out of self-pity. No one will ever understand that deep inside I don’t mind being all alone. I’d be silly, Dear God, to think that Francisco’s death might fix anything. My heart tells me nothing will change in life.

			Looking back on our marriage, I think Francisco loved me too much. His love was faithful but clumsy, torpid, and he never sparked any emotion in me but a feeling of understanding and acceptance that we had to live with one another. If only his life had been more dynamic, more vibrant, if only he hadn’t been too scared to take a risk with new ventures, if only he hadn’t settled for being a mere moneylender! He never wanted to compromise his principles, always acting with prudence and judiciousness. Now that everyone’s gotten rich off gambling houses, he gets sick and stops working! He’s never made me feel consumed with worry over losing him, never made me scared of being all alone. He never stirred my imagination. Francisco had no chance of winning, taking a risk, overcoming danger, snatching a triumph from potential rivals. I’ve been chasing chimeras all my life, illusions that only exist in my mind. I intuited that his love, so certain, orderly and meticulous, wouldn’t spark any feeling in me but revulsion or monotony. I’ve always felt the pull of other worlds, unknown and far away, impossible to possess. I don’t know if it’s sinful, but I don’t plan on confessing.

			I look back on Francisco’s life and to me he seems like an authentic man. A man who trod the earth without a sound, without disturbing the mild course of things. Francisco was the kind of man who was wiped out by the ravages of the century. Now that he’s babbling in gibberish and seems so distant, I’d like to give him back all those caresses, all the fussing that would irritate and pain me. I wish I could relive those first days, who knows where they’ve gone, Lord, those days, scant as they were, when I thought our love would be truly romantic. I can see my young self, twenty-five years ago today, brimming with aspirations that turned into a vain comedy with the passing of time. Maybe I realized too soon that I wasn’t cut from the same cloth as those able to bestow their affections in silence, those who build long-lasting, proper loves. Those first days of marriage are far away indeed! Our lunches at the Suís for six pessetes: Mouton aux pommes, gélatine truffée, soufflé chocolat…Our days at the Liceu, my jewels, rubies, and jade ring glimmering as we’d listen to the Valkyrie, Parsifal, Siegfried…Our trip to Paris, Francisco’s ardent gaze night after night…The fur I’d envy on other women, the fox skins, pine marten, ermine, mink and astrakhan, true furs. Our strolls through Barcelona along Passeig de Gràcia, the hors d’oeuvre at the Punyalada, the toasts. The verses and paintings he’d dedicate to me…But I’ve known nothing of the tenderness of love. Is it a sin to have lived a lifetime pining for the caresses of unknown hands, yearning to tremble from shyness and joy at the same time, to banish all modesty from my body? If I hadn’t set my ways on disillusion since that first trip to Paris, or on judging Francisco to be a ridiculous man for having given me nothing but a book as a wedding present! The Good Fellow, it was called. Francisco was clueless when it came to finding the beauty in things. He’s like the girl. That’s why she snuggles up next to her father. Just one look and they can understand each other without uttering a single word. They’re two unhappy creatures.

			We women must always compare…The student with the blazing eyes and curly hair, like the two marble sculptures—where is he now? I’ll never forget his bloodshot eyes that morning at Parc de la Ciutadella…All stories, any way you look at them, end the same way. We’re like animals.

		

	
		
			Ramona Claret

			You’ve changed, Mundeta. Jordi had said it more than once: we’re nothing but tiny particles, countless, inexistent, nearly invisible particles. We’re not the center of the world, sweetheart. We’re not the beautiful ones, the young ones, the intelligent ones. We’re just miserable puppets, so elegant and refined. Time changes, time turns everything on its head, time makes us believe that our actions are negligible, inconsequential…And I won’t say they’re disconnected, because then I’d be telling a lie. You’ve got to get it through your head, darling, that we’re nothing but molecules obsessed with understanding—in the relative measure that our strengths allow—the fucked up world we’ve inherited.

			A three-year-old girl spooked the pigeons by their side. The birds took to the sky, happily spreading their wings as they flew over to their roost on the other corner of the plaza. Do you see them, she thought, all the happy people in Plaça de Catalunya, and who knows where they’ll land tomorrow? Someone will have died, one of those children bent on chasing the pigeons will look back on this day as a time of long-gone happiness. There you go again, she smiled—your goddamn obsession with dressing everything up as literature.

			She had a feeling that her fight with Jordi would be the first in a string of misunderstandings; she sensed that nothing would be as it was before, however much they tried otherwise. A stream of cinematic images passed before her eyes. To be able to trap them, hold onto them, make them her own, hers alone, turn them into scraps of memory. The relativity of life, which Jordi was always going on about—what an absurdly melancholy thing. The world as they’d imagined it was rational and scientific, and this conception could solve any mistake, any problem. But at the first sign of trouble, they’d slammed into that conception as a buck’s hard and stubborn antlers crash into an unexpected tree. They’d reacted just like the millions and millions of others who inhabit the universe—ignorantly, without a shred of ingenuity, without a trace of originality, with nothing but the restraint of those who are incapable of fighting. Neither she nor anyone like her, nor anyone like Jordi, would change the world. Just because she’d left home, boasted about not believing in God, made love freely, got involved in university politics…No, no, it wouldn’t be them to change it. There were sound, compelling considerations that they couldn’t claim as their own, unknown considerations perhaps, that would never be theirs to feel. Feeling…maybe that was the right word. And she was sick of defending theories she’d never felt.

			To feel, even if just a little bit. She nervously got up from the chair and started walking toward La Rambla. She passed through the middle of the remaining length of street without noticing the stoplights. She went down La Rambla, the last remnant of a downhearted luminary, as Jordi would say, and she paid no attention to the kiosks that would spark joy in the passersby. She pushed them aside as if they didn’t exist, alongside the elegant and suggestive flowers, the birds, defenseless animals by their character and build, the periodicals and books calling out for buyers. Maybe all of those objects—faithful and silent like a Barcelonan night—would be nothing more than a scrap of memory from here on out. Like all the objects that she’d left at home. Or like everything she’d just laid to rest in the university courtyard.

		

	
		
			Ramona Jover

			January 2nd, 1919

			Francisco died early this morning. May God have mercy upon his soul. He didn’t recognize anyone these last few days; he kept speaking in gibberish and repeating his childhood memories, as well as the word butterfly. “Butterfly, little butterfly,” he’d say, “I’ll catch you one day.” And he’d drool as he spoke. I’ve spent over three months cleaning him, washing him because he’d soil himself. He’d fill up the whole bed, sullying the sheets, sometimes even reaching the carpet with his filth. A week ago today, Doctor Moragas tired of poking his stomach to drain the fluids, and that’s when he told me there was nothing more to do and that the vomiting wasn’t a consequence of his remedies or medicines, but rather of his liver failing, and that it had all begun when his eyes turned yellow. I told him that Francisco’s eyes had always been dull. But the doctor said that had nothing to do with it. Ever since he stopped having his stomach drained, Francisco barely moved at all, the whole of his midsection swelling toward the roof. I called for Father Pere yesterday. It seemed to me that his time was drawing near and that he needed to receive the Viaticum. I brought out the communion linens—I’d stored them away with thyme and anise ever since my parents had died—and I arranged an altar of sorts next to the Mother of Mercy. It all looked very nice. Francisco couldn’t see much but he picked up on what we were saying even though we spoke very softly. Sometimes his lips appeared to move, following the Father’s prayers. Around two in the morning—I was next to him dozing off on the rocking chair—he started puking a dense, very black liquid that looked like it might have been his liver. Other times, so he could swallow properly, I’d prop him up and lean him forward to allay his imminent choking. But I didn’t prop him up last night. He wanted to retch some more, he tried, but he kept choking, his throat rising with the liquid going out and then back in, most of it being stuck down his esophagus. His eyes started growing wider, his gaze becoming fixed, and he moved his mouth, rounding it into a tiny little circle, like a fish. He wheezed. His skin began to tighten, turning a bland color. Then it darkened until it acquired a violet, almost black hue. I slowly placed his hand on the cushions. I fixed the ends of the pillowcase, closed his eyes and tucked his arms under the sheets.

		

	
		
			Ramona Ventura

			My legs had stopped hurting, as if my varicose veins had turned into trickling honey. Throngs of ambulances and military trucks kept driving up. They’d leave the wounded on the ground and then two men would come collect them. They brought in an old woman with a mutilated face who was groaning softly. I thought how lucky it was that Mother was in Siurana. The old man with eyes like soft rain who had told me he was from the Iberian Anarchist Federation wouldn’t stop talking. He said, boy, did we kill young Christians! [*] Since we hadn’t really figured out who was who. Hell, we got them all mixed up, whether it was this group or that. And he also told me he’d burned his fair share of saints, all kinds of saints, at churches and at the homes of holy Joes. Chalkware, wood, tapestry, well-known, and nameless saints. Scapulars, medals, embroidered holy cards. But, he said, let me tell you. He fixed his eyes on mine, as if trying to pierce me with his gaze, I’ll have nobody touching a Sant Antoni on my watch, that was my son’s name, Antoni, if anyone touches an Antoni I’ll maim him for life. And he was so close I could feel his breath burning my skin. And it stunk like chewing tobacco or like wine spirits and tobacco all mixed together, a heavy sticky, stench. Like coagulated blood, scabs of solid blood on the wounds of the dead that no one would clean up. And that face like a dragon’s grew broader and flatter with a small hill in the middle for a nose and two revolving lakes for eyes, as if I were sitting in the front row of a movie theater.

			He asked me when I’d married, whether it’d been right after I’d left the Salesianes or later on and I told him no, that I’d studied at the Institute for Women’s Culture first. And he leaned his head against the Valencian tiles as if he were quite worn-out and asked, what did you do there? I replied that we learned very little, the bare minimum, as they say, just enough to be on our way. And he asked, did you like it? And I said, well, what can I say, I neither liked nor disliked it, we played the part of young ladies from proper households with no rents to live off, but with ambitions nonetheless. Who wanted to figure out our lives through a dignified marriage, who would shudder at the thought of ending up as old maids, dressing saints. But I wasn’t very deft when it came to embroidery—cross stitching one day, hemstitching the next, Parma stitching, embroidery hoops, fantasy stitching, trimming, appliqués with artistic stitching, decorations…I may have done a little better on days when we’d study spelling. I told him that I never was all that smart and that I was lucky to have Mother because she was a strong woman and I don’t think she’s ever cried, not even when Father died. And he asked what we thought of anarchists, and I turned red as a bunch of cherries and said my mother always harbored a secret sympathy for you, because she thinks that deep down you’re romantics and idealists and that there’s no harm in wanting to change the world a bit, that she was just angry about everything happening with religion. And he said, but what do you think, and I said that there are things about this war that I don’t fully understand, that seem all jumbled up. And I realized that was the first time I’d ever spoken to a man like that for so long and so I told him as much, and also that I had thought them more satanical, more diabolical. And he asked what I meant by satanical and I said that I was under the impression that they were demon-like, blood-chilling, capable of harming innocent people, but right away I told him that he didn’t seem that way, like a demon. And he burst out laughing, we’re like demons, how funny, he said.

			I was a bit taken aback but started telling him all kinds of things about my family. That I was very happy about Mother being in Siurana, that she longed for it like a dope and was set on seeing it all before she died, that she had land before the war, long before it, but that it’d been taken from her after some family squabbles, that my mother was a true romantic and would let everything be taken from her and that she didn’t get along with my husband because they were so different, there were things about Joan that Mother never quite approved of, that she’d been adamant about Joan giving me a book as a wedding present but that Joan said all of that business with books was for layabouts and was no longer in fashion while she said marriages without books were ill-fated, that there needs to be spiritual exchange between man and woman, that they should dream together and love each other for the world to see instead of with their backs turned.

			After speaking for a long while, I fell quiet. I didn’t know what else to say and I was too embarrassed to keep conversing with this strange man, who was so different from any man I’d met before. I didn’t understand his curiosity, the incisiveness with which he’d ask about certain aspects of my life, all the banal and trivial things. I thought to myself that there’s not much to be done. My story was short and dull when compared to his, which was brimming with battles, strikes, clamor and adventure. And next to his son’s, who had stood his ground and was so militant that he had died on the front, having gone to Plaça de Catalunya in clean trousers and returned with them dirty and torn. That I wasn’t very different from our friends, that everything always began and ended in the same way. Except in the summer of ’34, and that fall when…

			But everyone has a summer and a fall in life. The truth is I’ve been molded out of details and minuscule events that will never add up to much of anything at all. I looked at the old man from the Iberian Anarchist Federation and the web of small veins stood still, fixed straight ahead, his eyes motionless. And I thought about Ignasi’s eyes, blazing like flames when he’d told me about everything at Arrabassada. And about Joan’s small, black eyes, bird’s eyes, and about the day he told me that he loved me, his eyes saying it more than his words, and that he loved me because I was clean like his mother and that he’d make me very happy and that I’d be the prettiest woman in Valldoreix. Joan’s eyes were slender and drawn out, and when he laughed they’d close and seem like crevices, like black threads. And his black and slender eyes, and the eyes that blazed like flames and the old man’s like soft rain spun around and around in my head, rolling and spiraling, thicker and quicker each time until they made one large ball like the one on my wedding night, that same slimy, hairy ball that was sticking to my skin and pressing down against my chest, as if it were Ignasi’s ghost, and I could hear my shrieking again, a shrieking that made Joan stop and ask me what was wrong. And it was on our wedding night that Joan found out.

			The old man from the Iberian Anarchist Federation was falling asleep, his head nodding off in small jolts. Suddenly he’d make an abrupt movement and his head would fall all the way down, his chin limp against his chest for a while. Then I noticed that his nose was all pockmarked and that his skin was neither olive nor honey colored, but more like a geranium, pink. They were bringing in one of the wounded and I stood up to see if it was Joan. I thought, dear God, let it be Joan. He was a very young man with gaping eyes and a purple face and I think he couldn’t see much of anything at all. His legs hung limp like two rag dolls. But he was alive. I prayed for him to be the nephew of the old man with eyes like soft rain. I left the hospital without saying goodbye. I ran into two soldiers who were carrying a stretcher piled with scorched flesh and twisted limbs and I told myself please don’t let that be Joan, please don’t let that be his nephew.

			The night receded and the sky felt like gauze and there was a strange light, a long and white light making creases in the sky. Little by little, the houses turned gray. I felt a zephyr of roses, roses climbing up a wall. I realized that I’d spent the night in the hospital. I was very hungry. I started walking listlessly but my legs felt hollow, as if the varicose veins and calluses had disappeared thanks to all the time I’d spent sitting. I walked faster and faster, becoming lighter as I went. I saw a poster asking women for help, for active participation in the rear guard. A woman was watering a lace fern. I thought that one day I’d find Joan and he’d give me another cactus for my collection and that it had been a long time since I last cried. The streets begun to stir, they’d already forgotten about the bombing. And the night was gone and the light kept getting cleaner and brighter. Some houses stood in ruins with warped iron rods drowning in sorrow. And the walls were chock with dust and seemed to rain down flour as they fell apart. But other houses looked up toward the heavens, happy to be alive. And the hunger stiffened my jawbone. It was possible that I might never see Joan again. There was a dead silence, a crushing silence, but little by little the city was coming back to life. Dawn rose in a single color. I thought of how Barcelona was quite beautiful in the morning. People walked by unhurriedly, stopping to chat about the weather, saying it’s not as cold today as it was last night. One woman was sweeping the sidewalk in front of her doorway, another had gone out on the balcony in a robe, dusting her blinds. Like in times of peace, I thought. And those images of Ignasi, Patrícia, Aunt Sixta, and Kati became shadows, blurring in my mind. It seemed to me that all of the people around me looked like the boy with the chubby cheeks who’d gone out to make revolution wearing clean trousers but who came back with his pants dirty and torn. There was an old lady with very short hair, cropped as if it were made of straw, who was rummaging through a pile of trash. It was possible that I might never find Joan’s body. The skin on the old lady’s hands was dark as mud and her fingernails were black. And the shadows in my mind had already scattered, leaving patches of clear, bright sky. The old lady began to gnaw on a piece of bread voraciously. A dog drew near her. That I might live my whole life without ever knowing what had happened to Joan. And there I was, carrying his child inside me. But my memory started emptying out bit by bit and I could see nothing but my immediate surroundings. Not knowing whether Joan had burned up in the heart of a fire or been buried in the rubble, gasping until his last, agonizing breath, or murdered by someone who had discovered his intentions to switch over to the Nationalists. The dog bared its teeth, perhaps I’d never see him again, the dog bared its teeth, Joan’s image also became disfigured, blurring with the light of day. I wasn’t afraid despite the hunger pangs growing sharper by the minute; my mouth was full of water, but had a somewhat sweet taste to it, like curaçao. The dog bared its teeth and snarled at the old lady. I thought, I’ll have something to eat and then take a nap. The old lady panicked and took a tumble and now she and the dog were rolling around in the filth.

			I broke into a run and helped the old lady win her battle over a hunk of bread.

			Barcelona, 1970–1972.
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