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PREFACE


Through twelve generations of the Blanxart family, we follow the tumultuous story of Catalunya. From open warfare and terrorist atrocities to joyous celebration of a unique culture, the narrative of Catalunya as experienced by the Blanxarts, sheds light upon our experience of the modern world and its challenges.


This is not a history of Catalunya: readers who wish to know more about the fascinating and troubled history of the nation can find accurate sources, in English. What follows is fiction, and although many of the characters and situations in the story are taken from history, the Blanxart family and its exploits are entirely imaginative. Blanxart is a traditional Catalan family name, pronounced (approximately) “Blan-shart”.


This story has been made possible by research at the Museum of the History of Catalunya, in the Palau del Mar, Barcelona; at the amazing Mediaeval building, Santa Maria del Mar, also known as the Cathedral of the Sea; and at the extraordinary church of Sant Miquel in Barceloneta. The sculpture of St Michael on the façade of the church was the catalyst for the story.
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CHAPTER ONE


The child’s life was hardly different from that of a small foraging animal. Each night he would curl up to sleep in the filth and rubbish in some neglected corner beside the cathedral; by day he would beg and hunt for scraps of anything edible he could find. He stayed with a small pack of urchins, all equally stinking and unwashed, all hardly alive in the midst of the bustling affluence of the city.


His world was small, no more than a few lanes and alleyways around the walls of the cathedral. He would scuttle from place to place, never missing a chance to beg from the constant stream of pilgrims arriving to worship at the shrine of Santa Eulalia. He was tiny: perhaps no more than four years old. And his smallness was at times an advantage. Now and again, a grand lord or lady would arrive with a servant carrying alms for the poor, and he would be lucky, picked out for his smallness, and big brown pleading eyes. A coin would be dropped into his filthy fingers, a coin sufficient to buy a pie at Santa Caterina market. It happened occasionally that some pilgrim had decided his route to heaven required him to bring a basket of bread to give to the urchins of the cathedral, and he would spend the day nibbling half a loaf.


He thought he had a name, since everyone called him Sucio. Little did he realise at the time, that it simply meant ‘dirty-one’, and it amused the clean and cultured visitors to the cathedral to see him answer eagerly to the insult. He understood speech, but never spoke, apparently quite dumb, and he knew little of the world beyond the cathedral alleyways.


Sucio knew his city was Barcelona. He knew he had a king called Philip, since he heard the nobles’ calls of ‘God save King Philip’, and he often wondered which of the rich gentlemen entering the cathedral was indeed his king. He knew that God lived in the cathedral, and that along with the mysterious Santa Eulalia, God had many visitors. He’d often tried to creep into the cathedral to see this God, but he had never got past the fierce priests who were always guarding the doors. “Away with you,” they would cry, kicking into the air as Sucio dodged back, “Filthy urchin, away from the door, this is God’s house!” And Sucio would scamper away, turning only to pull a face at the pomposity of the priest, and then run on to find the next crust.


At night he would curl up with the other urchins he ran with. Like a pack of small animals, they huddled together for warmth in the winter, for companionship in the summer. And it was at night, lying in the darkness and filth, that he would see again the haunting last picture of his mother, after she was dragged from the tiny room they called a home.


They had come for her at night, crashing down the lane with shouts and curses. “Witch!” they had shouted, “Witch! You will not escape! Do not try to hide!” And at that she had bundled him into the corner and covered him with the rags they slept on. Peeping from the pile of torn blankets, he had watched the men, snarling like animals, burst into the hut; he had seen them grab his mother, and heard her cries.


“No, never, leave me alone. I’ve done no wrong, I’ve done no wrong!”


“You cannot escape, you whore. We’ve seen you in the market trying to sell your potions, claiming to have cures for sickness and stomach attacks. We know you make the stuff here, and we’ve been told of how you collect herbs and flowers. We know you steal from gardens, and grab plants from any corner. And insects. We have eyes everywhere and have been told of you crushing beetles into your evil concoctions. You cannot deny it.”


“Surely I make remedies,” replied his mother, “But it’s with a good heart and good skill to give good medicine.”


“Fie on your good medicine,” interrupted the man leading the gang. “You are no expert in medicine, you are an expert in sorcery, and you bring black arts into our market place. And what is this?” he continued, bring the lantern up to his mother’s face, “What painted harlot are you? What stuff is on your face, evil one?”


“I make cosmetics also,” whimpered the woman.


“Cosmetics?” spat the man, slapping his hand brutally across her face. “What clever words are these from one so low? Words only a witch will know.” And he slapped her repeatedly scraping the simple make-up from her face. As she screeched and whimpered, he continued to abuse her.


The boy cowered down in the rags, struck dumb by the brutality he was watching. The other men joined in baiting and attacking the woman, calling her whore and witch and filthy names. She would have fallen to the dirt floor if the leader had not been grasping her by the wrist. She twisted and pulled from him, but he was far too strong for her to resist.


“It’s to Santa Caterina market you’ll go, but not to sell your evil stuff. There you will hang by your scrawny neck. There are others too – and all will be put to death. You are working for the devil and now the time has come for you to meet him!”


With that, they dragged her from the hut. The tiny boy lay, quivering in the darkness, listening to her screams. Cautiously he crept out from the pile of rags and peeped around the ragged curtain at the door of the hut. Despite being in the grasp of four strong men, his mother was struggling enough to make progress down the lane very slow. Screaming like an animal caught in a trap, she did all she could to escape. It was useless. They continued on their brutal way.


From other hovels in the lane, nervous faces watched the progress of the brutes, but none came to the aid of their neighbour.


His silence in the hut had saved his life, and now the little boy continued dumbly to follow his mother. An instinct told him to remain inconspicuous. As he reached the open market place of Santa Caterina, he saw a sight of nightmarish horror. Other groups of men were dragging other women into the centre of the market place, which was lit by flaring torches. Set up, and well lit by the flames, was the gallows, with ropes hanging ready to hang several unfortunate women all at once.


Each chaotic group, three or four men dragging a screaming young woman, converged into the torchlight, until there were six women being held, struggling and cursing, with a gathering crowd of onlookers. The boy could see people he recognised joining the crowd and shouting for the deaths of the witches.


“Hang them all!” echoed around the market.


“I saw her conjuring a potion to ruin the vegetables in my garden,” said one.


“And she bewitched my cow, and turned the milk sour,” said another.


“That’s the one who sent my boy mad, raving night after night, screaming that the devil was chasing him!”


“There’s the one who looked into the face of my poor husband when he dropped dead before me. She killed him, I know, by her witchcraft. Death to the witches!”


“Hang them all.” The cries grew, as more and more of the crowd joined the mass hysteria.


Suddenly a shout halted all the other cries and screams. “Stop this nonsense!” came the loud voice of one of the priests from the cathedral. “You do not do this in the name of God. These women have had no trial. You have no evidence against them. The church does not condemn them.”


“Go back to your cell, cleric,” came the voice of the man who had come to drag Sucio’s mother away. “This is nothing to do with you. Your pope-ish ways could have rooted out the evil living in the midst of us, but you chose to ignore it. Your inquisition could have burned these witches, but you didn’t. We can wait for you no longer. The time has come for these hags to die.”


The priest stepped forward in front of the gallows, but one of the men stepped up to him. “Move aside my lord bishop,” he said with a sarcastic sneer, “Move aside.” The priest lifted up the wooden cross hung round his neck, but as he did so, the man struck him in the face, and he fell. “Get him out of the way.”


A group of women darted forward and half carried and half dragged their priest away. The crowd, which had gone silent during this exchange, started their murmurings again. The sound grew and grew again, until all were baying for the lives of the women.


The little boy, bewildered by the noise, terrified by the flames from the torches and confused by the screams, stayed in a dark corner of the market. Something told him not to run to his mother; something told him to remain silent and hidden. And he watched the satanic ritual take place.


The women’s arms were tied behind their backs. Their struggles brought forth much cursing and swearing by the men. Their shawls were pulled away from their faces, and each neck was placed in a noose.


“I have done no wrong!” came the loud clear voice of his mother.


“Nor I, nor I!” called the other women.


“Witches you are, and as witches you will die!” shouted the leader. And turning to the crowd, he said, “Let this be a warning to any others who practise the evil arts. Get out of Barcelona. Be on your way, for do not doubt, if you be caught, you also will die.”


“I curse you,” came from another of the women, “We curse you!”


“It is you who are cursed,” shouted the leader. “And now you die.”


Horses were brought into the market place, three of them, bucking and rearing in the torchlight. Their riders were having much trouble controlling them, but brought them eventually to the gallows. The ropes from the nooses about the women’s necks were already hanging from the high gallows, and now the loose ends were knotted and brought to the horses. They were handed to the riders, who gripped them firmly, and tied them to their saddles. All went quiet, save for the snorting of the horses and the crying of the women.


“Now you die!” repeated the leader, bellowing so that all would hear.


Suddenly the horses were whipped hard, and bolted. This shot the women high into the air, hanged by the neck. A great cheer went up from the crowd. The women’s bodies whipped and swung. For some the end was mercifully quick; for others, their death was lingering as they choked and retched. The women swung limply, like rag dolls.


The ropes were quickly grabbed from the horses, and several of the crowed darted forward to hold them and tie them to nearby posts, thereby keeping the women swinging high above their heads.


The little boy watched all. The sight was printed into his memory, and even if he didn’t understand what had happened, he was numbed by what he had seen. The women were left hanging, and the crowd started to drift away. Unsure what to do, he went back towards the hut. As he shuffled slowly in the shadows, the smell of burning came to him; and as he turned into the lane, he saw the hut blazing. Hiding in a dark corner, he heard the shouts of the neighbours.


“Hang the witch and burn her hut! That’s the end of all her evil ways. We’ll have no more of her kind here.”


He slipped down in the corner, and cried, a strange animal-like mewling cry. Numbly he curled into a tiny ball. In the darkness no-one noticed him, and the crackling and spitting of his burning home meant that the strange noises he was making were unnoticed and unheard.


Each night he had curled up in the same way: at first alone, and then with the small group of homeless orphans around the cathedral. He never spoke; remained quite dumb, the power of speech having left him when his mother was taken from him. He had little memory of her, nor understanding of having a mother, and it was only the horror of her death which remained with him. It was as if he had known her only at the moment she was taken from him. The only sound he ever made was the mewling cry which accompanied his midnight tears.


He had fallen in with the gang of urchins, and learned their ways: scrounging and stealing and begging through their days; waking with the sunrise; huddling together to sleep at sunset. Each child had his own nightmares, and each would cry out in his own way. They comforted one another roughly in the darkness of the night, but come morning, they never tried to tell one another what horrors haunted them.


Thus a year passed, and then another. Sucio shivered in the cold of winter, then broiled in the summer sun. His sun-tanned skin became dark with its constant patina of dirt. As the smallest urchin in the group, he stayed close to the older boys, and never ventured far from them. The oldest boy watched over him, ensured he got his share of the meagre pickings, and in a crude way cared for him.


It was a hot day in the height of the summer when a legless beggar arrived, dragging himself on his hands and settling himself at the cathedral door. The boys watched warily as the beggar stretched out his calloused hand for alms. They were surprised to see someone more filthy and more needy than themselves. The beggar was dressed in rags, and a shaggy beard added to his fierce visage. His crab-like movement on his hands gave an impression of someone not human, more some kind of creeping, dragging animal, low to the dirt of the road. The cathedral priests did not kick the beggar out of the way as they had kicked the urchins, nor prevent the cripple from calling for alms; the passing worshippers were clearly rewarding the beggar far more than they did for the urchins.


As evening came, the beggar moved towards the boys, and the oldest shouted to him.


“Hey, you! You’ve taken our place today. Give us some of what you got given!”


The beggar laughed. “Filthy kids. What do you take me for? Go try somewhere else.”


But the boy persisted. “This is our patch. We live here. We can’t try somewhere else. We don’t know anywhere else. We’ve always been here.”


“You can do better than here. You’re wasting your time here. This is my patch now. All these rich lords and ladies like to give alms to a cripple like me. They just think you kids are a nuisance and in the way. It’s giving alms to me that gets them into heaven isn’t it?”


“We have nowhere else to go.”


“Look kids, take some advice from someone who’s been on the streets for ever. Go down La Ribera slums. You’ll do better there. More chance to steal, more rubbish to pick through, more chances. I’d be there myself, but I can’t run away like you can. Go on down La Ribera.”


Sucio listened and watched with his usual wide-eyed attention. Was there really somewhere better than being at the cathedral?


“So where is this place?” retorted the boy.


“Not far,” replied the beggar, “Go on down to Santa Caterina, go straight across the market and just keep going. Go past Santa Maria, and go on and on. You’ll know the Ribera slum when you get there. It stinks. But then so do I! And so do you! Lots of narrow alleys, lots of shops and hovels all close together. Lots of chances.”


The urchins withdrew from the beggar and talked together. “Is it true? Here in our city, a better place for us?”


The oldest boy decided: “I’ll go and see. And if it’s good, like he says, I’ll come back for you.”


The boys found it hard to trust anyone, even one another, and suspiciously a couple of them grasped his wrists. “You’d better come back. Don’t just abandon us. If it’s good, you come and get us – or else we’ll come and find you, wherever you are.”


He struggled out of their grasp. “I’m not going now, it’s getting dark. I’ll go in the morning. Now let’s sleep.”


Sucio crept up close to the bigger boy. He said nothing, but put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It’s OK little one, we won’t leave you behind.” said the boy, and Sucio slept close to him.


When he woke, the boy was gone. “We’ll not see him again.” muttered the other boys, and Sucio felt tears welling up inside. “Hey, we’ll be alright little one,” said the others, “Come on.”


But Sucio stayed in the dark corner of the cathedral wall, rocking and mewling quietly. How could he run with the others, when yet again, he was so alone? Suddenly a fist knocked him gently on the shoulder. The oldest boy had come back.


“What’re you crying for, little one? I said I’d come back. I’ve come to get you. It’s true what the old bastard said. It would be better. And if it didn’t work, we could come back here.”


The gang crowded round. “This city is bigger than we know,” said the boy, “but it’s not too far. La Ribera is big, goes on and on, and it’s what he said, full of chances. Look what I got.” And from his dirty jerkin he pulled a grubby paper, full of squashed cake. The boys devoured it in just the way they gobbled all food. Sucio had never tasted anything so sweet, and he looked hopefully for some more. “Some more, little one?” laughed the boy. “There’ll be more when we get there.”


Despite their excitement, the urchins didn’t run noisily through the market. They were used to moving silently, warily, keeping clear of trouble, watching always for opportunities to steal, or rubbish worth picking through. They moved from shadow to shadow, through Saint Caterina’s. They skirted the open space where the tall gallows stood. Sucio grabbed hard at the hand of the biggest boy as they passed the site of his mother’s execution.


“Get off me, little one,” said the boy. “What’s the matter?” But Sucio said nothing as usual.


They went down a long sloping lane that was little more than an open sewer, stinking in the dry heat of the summer, and skirted an enormous church.


“Is that another cathedral?” asked one of the boys.


“I think so,” came the reply.


“I wonder if they’ve got a God living in there?”


A slight incline brought them out of the sewer, and into a wider lane. Here the buildings were grander, built on several floors, and the shops were bigger. An air of affluence reigned, and boys watched as merchants and their wives stepped from carriages to go to the shops.


“Is this La Ribera?”


“Not yet,” said the oldest, “But we are getting near.”


They continued to slip from shadow to shadow, crossing a wider road with horses and horse-drawn carts, and then plunged into a complex maze of tiny lanes and alleys.


“This is La Ribera, boys. Welcome to your new home.”


They had never seen anything like it. Hovels and huts crowded close upon one another, like trees planted too close and gasping for sunlight; many of the huts had open fronts selling all kinds of things – piles of fruit, bright coloured cloth, strong-smelling spices, and shiney kettles, a living breathing bazaar. Tables piled with goods of all kinds spilled into the narrow streets. People lived and worked in desperately crowded conditions, but nevertheless an atmosphere of life and good humour seemed to pervade the choked streets. Terraces of shops, side by side and back to back, had mushroomed, creating a complex maze of narrow lanes. Here and there a small open space, sometimes with a water fountain, allowed sunlight and air to penetrate, but the lanes themselves remained in permanent shadow, and inside the shops and homes which crowded on either side, it was even darker.


The area around the cathedral had been busy, with nobles cheek by jowl with the beggars and urchins, but La Ribera was far busier. No grand nobles, but a complete cross-section of working people. Dusty stone masons and woodworkers hurried amongst the shopkeepers and housewives; errand boys ran with messages, unheeding of who they splashed or knocked into in the teeming street; occasionally a reluctant donkey was dragged down the road, piled high with faggots or logs; and everywhere there was noise – laughter, crying, shouts and arguments, jokes and gossip – and smells.


Such smells, the boys had not encountered before. Despite the open drains and rotten vegetation, another pungent smell filled the air, that of food being prepared. Bakers shops with pies and loaves, meat being roasted, and most of all the smell of frying fish. The boys stood open mouthed at a huge pan of fish cooking in front of a shack. The man cooking the fish saw them, and laughed.


“Want some, boys?” he joked. “Plenty for everyone. If you can pay for it!” And he laughed some more.


The boys turned away. It was unusual for them have let their guard down, and let themselves be so obvious. They retreated to the shadows.


“We must find somewhere to sleep,” the oldest said. “Keep close.”


They continued to wander deeper into the slum, turning corner after corner, through tiny alleys and lanes, penetrating the complex of homes, workplaces, and shops. Gradually they lost all sense of direction, all sense of where they were, or how they would ever get out. The heat of the day persisted into the evening, when oil lamps and tallow candles were lit, and the food stalls offered the last of the day’s stock.


Turning a corner, Sucio saw a trestle outside a modest shop, with a small lamp lighting a few remaining cakes, just the kind his big boy had brought back for him earlier in the day. He stopped and looked at the cakes. He had eaten nothing all day since that morsel of cake, and the smell of the baking lingered in the air. The fat woman selling them turned away, and Sucio grabbed a cake. Holding it tightly to his chest, he slipped into a dark alley, found a corner, and ate it quickly. It was only as he finished it and looked up, that he realised the others had not seen him stop, not seen him steal the cake, not realised he was not with them. There was no sign of the gang.


Panicking, he ran to the next corner, and looked both ways. No sign of the boys. He ran back, past the cake stall to the previous corner. Still no sign. He turned back to the dark alley where he had consumed the cake. He felt sick. If only he had not been tempted. Now the cake felt heavy and leaden in a stomach unused to such richness. He retched. He knelt and banged his head repeatedly against the wall. He was in an unknown part of the city, in this vast maze they called La Ribera, and he was entirely lost. Lamps were being put out around the slum, as the people settled for the night. It was getting darker and darker. He slumped into the corner, and cried his pathetic mewling cry until he fell asleep.


He tossed and turned, fighting the usual nightmare demons, which now included the other boys running away from him, and he woke at dawn. He was hungry and very frightened. Crawling out from his corner, he looked around. The cake stall with the fat woman was still closed up, but from it he could smell the delicious aroma of baking. He ventured a little along the alley, hoping he might see the other boys, but of them there was no sign. Creeping a little further, he heard the splash of water, and came out into a small open space with a fountain. Early risers were filling various containers from the several brass spouts of the fountain, and he advanced with great caution and managed to get a drink of water. He wandered back, determined to remember at least this small part of the slum, and once more stood in a quiet spot, watching for the woman to open her cake stall.


Gradually he took in his surroundings. Many small dwellings were squashed together on either side of the alley, and from many of them came the sounds and smells of the new day starting. The alley was becoming busy with early morning errands, boys running, women chattering and men hurrying by. No-one seemed to notice the little urchin with the big brown eyes. He peered cautiously between the shacks, and saw the heaps of rubbish and refuse thrown out by the various small businesses. This, at last, was something he knew about, and soon he was sorting out various bits of crust and vegetables – the kind of food he was used to scrounging.


He went back to drink some more from the fountain which was becoming increasingly busy, and when he returned the second time, the woman had opened the front of her shack, and pushed the small trestle table halfway into the lane. He watched as she brought the day’s baking from the oven; he watched her eat one of her own cakes which had broken as she took it from the oven; and he continued to watch silently from the shadows as the day unfolded.


Once or twice he felt the woman’s eyes on him, and he turned away. He’d stolen a cake the day before, and he didn’t want her to notice him and remember she had been one cake short at the end of the day.


Thus he passed his first day in the Ribera slum. The legless beggar had been right – there was more chance to eat from the rubbish dumps of La Ribera, and it was easy to drink water from the ever-flowing fountain. As evening drew on, and lamps were lit, he sat in the alley, and when the lamps were extinguished, he crept back into the same corner to sleep again. This night there were not so many demons, and although he cried and mewled a little, it was not for long, and he slept.


The next day was the same. He found good pickings from the food waste behind the shops, drank unmolested from the fountain, and steadfastly watched the fat woman at the cake stall. He felt unable to drag himself away. Without him understanding it, she had become a fixed point in his chaotic universe, and watching her made him feel safe. The routine of the day passed just as the previous had passed, and once more lamps were being lit in the darkening alley.


“OK, you scrappy little thing, what have you been looking at?” Suddenly the woman’s voice made him jump. He must have dozed and hadn’t seen her coming. She had come out from behind the trestle of cakes, and was bending over him. “What are you looking at? I said,” she repeated. He froze, horrified that she was addressing him directly, and stared back at her, speechless.


“You are a skinny little thing, aren’t you? Come on.” And with that she held out a hand to Sucio. Very slowly, he raised his hand, and let her take it. He let himself be led round the trestle, where she indicated for him to sit on the floor in the shop.


“Hungry, aren’t you? I suppose you’re always hungry. I’ve watched you for two days now, and I saw you sleeping round the back. There’s not much I miss in this street young man. Now, are you hungry?”


He nodded his head. She reached behind her and brought out another broken cake. “I can’t sell this one, and I don’t need it, fat as I am,” she laughed, “so you can have it.”


He hesitated for a long time, looking from the woman to the cake and back. “Go on, it won’t bite you.”


Suddenly he grabbed the cake and stuffed it into his mouth.


“That was quick!” she laughed again. “Did it taste as good as the one you stole?”


His big eyes opened even wider. She knew! She had known all along. Now he knew he was done for.


“Don’t look like that, I’ll not send you to the constable. My little boy was just like you….” and she paused. “Was just like you,” she repeated.


“Now then, when did you last have a wash?” He continued to stare at her in silence. A wash? He didn’t wash. “OK, let’s start again. What’s your name?” Another silence. “Are you deaf and dumb? Can you hear me?”


He nodded slowly. “That’s good then. Now can you speak?”


He nodded slowly again, then whispered, “Yes.”


“That’s good. And where d’you live?”


He stared vacantly around. He didn’t live anywhere – he just lived where he was. He stared again at this extraordinary big woman. And the tears started to flow. He didn’t know why, but they just started to come and trickle down his grubby face. He collapsed in a heap on the floor.


The woman found a small stool from the room, and lowered her great bulk onto it. She leaned forward.


“Do you have a name?


Again he nodded, his eyes big and round and full of tears. “Sucio” he whispered. This appeared to send the woman into fits of laughter, which frightened him more; but when she stopped and mopped the tears which flowed down her cheeks, she said, “We can’t call you that. Sucio indeed! It might be true, you are indeed a very dirty little one, but that’s no name for a boy. We’ll have to think of something else.”


There was a pause as she looked at the tiny boy crumpled on the floor at her feet, and the little boy looked up at the big woman towering over him. Suddenly jumping up, she called out, “Father, come and see what we have here!”


To Sucio’s surprise an elderly man shuffled from the shadows at the back of the shop. “Look,” she said. “This is the little street urchin I told you about.”


“He looks just like…..” started the old man.


“That’s what I thought,” she replied. “Come on, stand up. Let’s have a proper look at you.”


She stood him up, and looked him over. The old man looked from Sucio to the woman and back again. “OK,” she said, “now talk to me.”


She lowered herself back onto the stool so that her face was almost on a level with Sucio’s. He found himself staring into two blue eyes, round rosy cheeks, and a smiling mouth. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head in a kind of big bun, from which wisps and strands of hair escaped, to be pushed back constantly with one of her chubby hands. In a city where women dressed always in black, it was a rarity to see a woman in calico white. The rounded shape of the woman, swathed in the cotton cloth, resembled an enormous cottage loaf, and her round face with its rounded mass of black hair was like a gigantic currant on top of the loaf. In every direction, she was round, and Sucio’s instinct was to bury himself within her.


She held out a hand to Sucio, and picking up the corner of her apron, wiped his tears. “Now, little man, tell me the truth. Do you have anywhere to live?” He looked puzzled. “Do you have anywhere to sleep?” She tried again. He shook his head. “Does anyone look after you?” Again he stared vacantly at her. She tried again, this time more firmly. “Where is your mother?”


The tears started again, with alarming sobs. He started to shake, and she pulled him against her. “OK little one, you can tell me another time.”


He stared around the shop. The room was small, and dominated by a large brick oven, which gave tremendous heat. There were plastered walls, painted ochre, and a wood-beamed ceiling. The whole room, including the baked earth floor, was warm from the oven. There was a table and a shelf with large containers, and the simple items of the baking trade arranged tidily. In a back corner of the room, an archway led to a very dark inner room.


“Sleep here tonight, by the oven. Perhaps tomorrow you can tell me the story. Father, keep an eye on him while I shut up the shop.”


She brought the few unsold cakes in and put them on the table; she lifted the trestle top off, brought the trestles in, and used the top to make a kind of makeshift door. Turning to Sucio, she smiled. “Now some supper.”


Leaning over the little boy, she took a cloth and reached into the oven. She pulled out an iron pot containing a steaming stew of oysters and beans. The little room was filled with an aroma Sucio remembered. This was something his mother had made. He knew that smell, and he knew that what was coming would be good. His mouth watered.


“Father, bring your stool here, we’ll eat in the shop tonight. We’ll not risk his fleas and nits indoors.”


For the first time since the death of his mother, Sucio was under a roof, in a clean dry room, sitting on the floor, with a bowl of hot food, with someone who seemed to be ready to look after him. The old man seemed to be equally kind. Yes, the beggar was more right than he knew. Perhaps La Ribera would be a good home for a street urchin! He took some mouthfuls of the hot soup. It was delicious, but he could not keep his eyes open, and he rolled gently into a ball on the floor and fell asleep.


He awoke to find a forest of feet and legs surrounding him. It was still dark, still night, but there was much movement in the tiny bakehouse. He lay still, unsure what to do.


The old man was loading logs into the oven, and others, unknown, seemed to be in the room bringing bread or pies to be baked. Abruptly the shuffling was interrupted by a shout. “Hey, you’ve got one of those street urchins sleeping in here. Who knows what vermin he’s brought in?”


“Leave him be,” came the voice of the fat woman. “I know he’s there. I’ll get to him in a minute.”


“If there’s fleas and nits in my pies, you’ll know it,” came the first voice.


“There’s fleas and nits in you, you old fool,” replied the woman. “Now get your pies in here and get out of my way.”


Once the strangers had gone, the fat woman bent down to Sucio. “Are you awake, little one?” she asked. “It would be hard to sleep with them all trampling about. Now let’s get you up and sorted out. Fleas and nits indeed! Of course you have, but not for long.”


With dawn breaking over La Ribera, Sucio found himself standing to attention in the centre of the little room, with the fat woman and her father inspecting him.


“Right father, my mind is resolved. We’ll take him in and hope he’s good. With you getting older and slower, I need to train up a good boy to help me, and I think he’ll do.”


The old man grunted his approval.


“We’ll get him out of these rags and burn them.” She felt his matted hair. “And I think we’ll have to cut most of this off.” And with no hesitation, she started to undress the little boy. Despite his street life he was only filthy, not diseased, and as she pulled him out of the rags, she revealed a wiry little body. As she undressed him she continued to talk to him.


“Now, we’ll get you cleaned up. And find something decent for you to wear. I’m going to have to cut your hair, and once that’s done we’ll get you washed. It’s still early, there won’t be too many at the fountain! Hold him father, while get my scissors.” Wide-eyed, the boy stared at the scissors – something he’d never seen before – and soon his matted hair was joining the pile of rags on the floor. “You are a skinny little thing, aren’t you? Cat still got your tongue?”


Sucio nodded, his mind a whirl of fear and apprehension. Things were happening too fast for him to have any reaction other than to stand mutely.


“I think under all this dirt, you’ve got good blond hair, you lucky boy. We’ll soon see!”


Sucio continued to stand, dumb and confused.


“Come on then!” announced the woman, and grabbing the naked and shorn child by the arm, she propelled him out of the bakehouse and into the street. Looking back at her father, she called, “And burn the rags and hair – but not in the oven, they’ll stink when they burn and spoil the baking. Take them round the back!”


The sunrise was promising another glorious Mediterranean day, and to his surprise, the boy liked the feeling of nakedness as he ran beside the woman towards the fountain. He did not like the cold water, however, and squealed when she thrust him under the gushing pipe. From her pocket she produced a lump of soap, and a familiar smell came to the boy. His mother had made just such soap when she was alive. That had been one of the skills which had led to her downfall.


The jolly woman rubbed him all over with the coarse soap, removing the dirt and grime of two years on the streets, together with anything living on his skin or in his hair. Rinsing the spluttering boy under the fountain, she rubbed his shorn head affectionately. “OK,” she said, “no more nits!”


There was laughter from the small group which had gathered. Coming to fill morning vessels with water, they had not expected to see the spectacle of the big woman washing the tiny boy, and it had provided an amusing diversion to start the day.


Wrapping him in a rough cloth, she tucked him under her arm and carried him back to the shop. Her father had cleared the rags and hair, and swept the floor, and she stood him in the middle. “Now we can see what we’ve got,” she pronounced. “And I think he’s delicious!”


Sucio began to smile. His serious little face rarely smiled, and laughing was even rarer – but now the smile broadened into a grin, which became a giggle, and soon he was dancing naked in the bakehouse and laughing. The fat woman gathered him up to her ample bosom, and laughed with him.


Abruptly she stopped. “Now let’s get sorted out. Come with me.” And taking his hand she led him into the back room of the shop. There was only one room, where she lived with the old man, and it wasn’t very big. Sucio looked around. It was dark, and quite like the small room he lived in with his mother, but this was tidier, and contained all manner of things he’d never seen before. Rugs were neatly piled on a bed, shelves with cooking pots and jars lined one wall, and most surprising for such a humble dwelling, a modest clothes press stood to one side.


She knelt down and put her hands on his shoulders. “Now listen. They call me Viuda Marta, but you can call me Auntie. This is my father, and you can call him Abuelo, grandfather. He will like that.”


The boy looked solemnly into Marta’s face. “Auntie” he said. Turning to the old man, he stated seriously, “Abuelo.”


“Yes, I think he’ll do, father. I really think he’ll do.”


Shuffling on her knees, Marta went to the clothes press and opened the lid.


“Are you sure you want to do this?” asked her father.


“Quite sure,” she replied. “God sent this little one to us, I am sure, and tomorrow at Santa Maria, we will thank God for him. But he can’t go naked as a heathen.”


Turning to Sucio, she explained. “I had a little boy, and a husband. My husband was a good man, and built this baker’s shop. Everyone knew him, Blanxart the Baker! Oh, we were always fat! I was fat and I married a fat man! We would laugh together as we cooked. From nothing, we made a good living together, and we had a little boy. This was a happy bakehouse and we were always busy. My little Jordi played here with Abuelo, and we worked all day, making cakes, and baking for others as well.


“And then one day my husband got sick and took to his bed here in this room. Little Jordi stayed with him, and watched as he got thinner and thinner. And then Jordi got ill with him, and grandfather and I watched them both fade away and die. I made soup and got all kinds of cures, but none worked. They both just died. I laid Blanxart the Baker and his son Jordi to rest.


“Grandfather and I waited to see if we would get sick, but we didn’t. And all through the sickness, I kept the oven going. Grandfather had to help with the logs and carrying the flour, and I kept it all going. God knows how I did it, nursing my man and my boy, but I did. God stayed by me, even if he wanted to take my husband and my son. He spared me, and he spared Grandfather. Perhaps this is why – he spared us for you. Yes, we must go to Santa Maria in the morning and thank Him for our blessings.”


Sucio stood trying to understand all that Marta was saying, and shivers started to run through his naked body.


“The boy is cold, Marta,” said her father. “Don’t kneel there all day; save the kneeling for the Virgin tomorrow. If you’re giving him the clothes, get him dressed.”


“You’re right father,” she replied, and leaned into the clothes press. Bringing out Jordi’s clothes, carefully preserved since his death, she presented them to Sucio. “It’s not much, but it’s good stuff and will fit you well.”


With Sucio dressed in Jordi’s clothes, scrubbed clean, shorn of hair, and even Jordi’s clogs on his feet, he was unrecognisable from the scruffy urchin of the day before.


A smell of burning started to waft into the little room.


“Oh God, father! We’ve forgotten Senor Valdes’ pies! Quick, before they burn to glory! He’ll never forgive us!” and rushing from the room, she opened the oven and started to pull out the scorching pies. Left alone, Sucio felt his head, with the strange feeling of the short stubble of hair left from his shearing. He looked down to his clothes, and smoothed them carefully. And he looked at his feet in the clogs, hardly daring to move. Years of going barefoot, even when he was with his mother, had left him unable to imagine walking in clogs, and he was unsure if he could move at all.


The crisis in the bakehouse averted, Marta and her father came back into the room. “Our routine is all messed today,” she said. “Father find us some breakfast; I must get the shop open; and ….” she hesitated. “Sucio, take this jug to the fountain, and fill it with water for us.”


“You may never see him or the jug again,” warned father.


“The Virgin’s brought him to us,” said Marta. “We must have trust in Her as we have trust in the Lord.”


She handed the jug to Sucio. He stepped out of the clogs, and went through the shop. The day before he had been desperate to find the other urchins from the cathedral, but now he hoped fervently they would not be around. How would he explain what had happened? Surely they would steal the jug, and probably his clothes as well.


They were nowhere to be seen, and he filled the jug, trying hard to avoid splashing his new clothes. He carried it proudly and quickly back to the shop, and as he walked in, Marta announced to her father, “Trust in our Holy Mother, father, trust in our Holy Mother.” And she crossed herself. Turning to Sucio, she said, “Good boy, and so quick. Go in now to Abuelo and find some breakfast.”


Sucio watch carefully as the schedule of the day unfurled; he saw the batter to make the little cakes going into the oven; he watched customers coming to buy the cakes; he saw Senor Valdes and other local shop keepers coming to collect the pies and loaves Marta had baked; and he saw people who despite their obvious poverty, were reasonably well fed, were clean and respectable. It was different from the scruffy street where he had lived with his mother; and it was certainly a world away from life around the cathedral walls. Not only was he given some breakfast, but another meal later in the day.


At the end of the day, Marta told him to get some rest, as in the morning, they would be up early to go to church. He carefully undressed, folding Jordi’s precious clothes, and placed them, with the clogs, on the clothes press. With a coarse blanket, he rolled up on the floor in front of the oven. Tomorrow they were to go to visit God, go into his house! What would he be like, this man who everyone talked about? And would his mysterious mother, the one called Virgin, would she be there?


It was still dark when Marta woke him, but this time there was no-one else in the room. “Dress quickly, little one,” she said, “We must be on our way.”


Once ready he stood at the door, peering out into the dark. Sunrise seemed a long way off, and yet others were leaving their homes to hurry, he assumed, to the huge building they called a church. Marta took his hand, “Come on, she whispered, we mustn’t be late.”


Sucio shook his head, and looked down at his feet, immobilised in the clogs. Quickly he stepped out of the clogs, ran back indoors with them, then smartly returned to Marta, holding out his hand for her to take. She smiled, “OK for now: barefoot. But we can’t let you do it for too long. What will people think if my little boy is running around barefoot?”


As they hurried through the slum, she continued to talk. “We have to get you a proper name. We can’t call you Sucio – dirty one. It’s not going to be good for the business to have a boy called that. And it’s not true now. Oh I know you certainly were very dirty when I first saw you, but you’re not now. I wondered if you would like to be called Jordi, like my own little boy, but grandfather says that would not be a good idea. After mass, we’ll talk to the priest. He can give a name for you.”


They hurried through the darkened maze of La Ribera until they reach the wide street the urchins had crossed a few days before. Ahead of them, stood the vast bulk of Santa Maria del Mar.


For three hundred years, Santa Maria had been the working people’s church. Towering over the surrounding streets and squares, the huge austere mass of Montjuic limestone had been the spiritual home for hundreds and thousands of ordinary folk who lived around it, artisans, shopkeepers and fishermen. True, they had lost Santa Eulalia when her bones had been taken to the Gothic Cathedral, but they still had the simple statute of the virgin, the focus of their devotions.


Sucio hesitated at the door. Previously, when he was a filthy urchin, the priests had kicked out at him when he tried to go into the cathedral. This time, however, the priest at the door smiled, recognising Marta, and nodded in his direction. Once inside, he was transfixed.


With its octagonal pillars stretching far overhead, its cavernous spaces of darkness, and the hundreds of flickering candles, Santa Maria del Mar was unlike anything in Sucio’s experience. As he got used to the darkness, Sucio become aware that the vast stone floor of the church was full of kneeling people. Some were coming, some were going, and all were whispering. Who were all these kneeling people? The smell and smoke of incense, mingling with the aroma and faint smoke from candle wax created an extraordinary and dramatic atmosphere, and Sucio clung tightly to Marta’s hand.


“Auntie, Auntie” he whispered urgently, “Where is God? It’s so busy in here, I can’t see him.”


Marta, leant down to him. “He’s all around you, and he’s watching you now. Just be good and he’ll be pleased.” Sucio looked over his shoulder, and pressed himself closer to Marta.


Marta led him to one of the numerous side chapels. A small group was already gathered there, on their knees, and Marta knelt, indicating to the boy to do the same. He knelt and watched the others nearby. They didn’t seem to be doing much except hold their hands in front of their faces, so he copied, leaving cracks between his fingers to watch what else would happen. After a while, a priest came to the group and went from one to another, blessing them. Sucio cringed, remembering the kickings he had got from other priests, but none came. Instead he felt a slight touch on his forehead and then the priest had gone by.


At last the worshippers got up and dispersed, leaving Marta and the boy kneeling alone. He went to stand, but Marta pulled him back down. “Wait, little one.”


He looked from Marta to the priest who was now standing by one of the giant pillars of the church. Marta nodded in the direction of the priest, who came to her and put out his hand. Kissing it, she looked up.


“Do you need confession, Viuda Marta?” asked the priest, in an unexpectedly warm voice.


“No,” replied Marta, “but I need some help. Can we go outside and talk?”


The priest helped her to her feet, and walked ahead of her to the door. Other worshippers were still arriving, and looked strangely at the unusual group: priest, baker, and barefoot boy.


“Viuda Marta,” said the priest, “Ever since the Lord took your husband and your boy, you have been a good Catholic woman, and I have noticed your piety. I find it odd for you to need help, you who are so calm and well organised.” Smiling the pirest looked down at Sucio. “And who is this little chap?”


“It’s for him I need help,” began Marta hesitantly, and she told the priest of how she had found Sucio hanging around the bakehouse. She thought it best not to tell the priest that Sucio had stolen a cake, but instead explained how she had decided to take him in as an orphan, and raise him as her own.


“You are a good woman, Vuida Marta,” said the priest. “But I’m sure you don’t need my help. What can I do?”


“That’s just it,” said Marta, “He says his name is Sucio.” The priest smiled. “But I can’t call him that. How can I find him a good Christian name?”


“We must name him for his saint’s day.” replied the priest.


He doesn’t know how old he is, nor if he has a birthday,” replied Marta with a sigh. “If he did, that would have been easy.”


“Then we’ll name him for today,” announced the priest. “Today is the twelfth of June, of our Lord’s mercy, in the year 1606. Today shall be his birthday, and I say he shall be five years old this very day. Thus will he have been born on the twelfth of June, 1601, the very day our Lord Pope Clement, recognised the blessed Saint Joan Gonzalez de Castrillo. This boy shall be Joan. And knowing what we do about the Blessed Saint Joan Gonzalez, it is an apt name for a boy saved from the streets in the way you have saved this boy.”


“I confess I do not know the story of Saint Joan Gonzalez,” said Marta. “Please tell me, and I will explain later to the boy if he does not understand.”


“Blessed Joan was born in Burgos,” began the priest, “And lived a life of poverty and chastity. He saw Our Lord Jesus in many visions, and Our Lord exhorted him to dedicate his life to the poor.”


Marta nodded and smiled.


“One day, the Blessed Joan came upon a crowd of people surrounding a well. ‘My child has fallen down the well,’ cried a woman, ‘and we fear him lost.’ The Blessed Joan knelt in prayer for a miracle to save the boy, and as the villagers watched, a miracle happened. The well filled with water, rising up and rising up, and carrying the boy up with it. At last the water reached the top of the well, and the boy floated unharmed into his mother’s arms. Thus does Our Lord move in mysterious ways. Thanks be to the blessed Virgin.”


“Thank you my Lord, oh thank you,” cried Marta, bending and kissing the hem of the priest’s surplice. “Joan Blanxart. A good name.”


The priest smiled. “Come back into the church, and let us give thanks for Blessed Saint Joan Gonzalez.”


Crossing herself, and holding the little boy firmly by his hand, Marta followed the priest into the church, where he led her to the chapel of Saint Joan the Baptist. “Saint Joan the Baptist was a gift of God to Our Virgin, and Saint Joan Gonzalez, similarly was a Gift of God. That’s the meaning of the name Joan. And this little boy has been sent by God to bring light into your life Vuida Marta, he is your Gift from God. Kneel and give thanks, and ask the Virgin to grant you mercy to look after this precious soul.”


Marta remained on her knees for a very long time, and Joan, who once was Sucio, knelt beside her. He was not sure quite what had occurred with the priest, but he knew Marta, his own special Auntie, was happy, and so he was happy too.


As Marta prayed, Joan looked around at all the extraordinary sights in the enormous church. Suddenly he gasped, as the statute of Saint Joan the Baptist turned into a vibrant glowing red. He could not remain quiet. “Auntie, Auntie! Look, look!” he whispered urgently. Marta raised her head.


“Praise the Blessed Virgin,” she said, “The sun is rising, and shining on us all.” And she rose to her feet, and little Joan stood with her, and they looked around, and the sun was shining through all the vast spaces of Santa Maria del Mar, beams of coloured light cascading though the stained glass, filling the lofty building. The red light falling on the statue of Saint Joan the Baptist, was one of many beams of coloured light.


“Come quickly,” Marta said to Joan, “I will show you a miracle.”


She took his hand and walked rapidly around the apse to the altar steps. The shafts of coloured light filled the buildings in a dramatic and spectacular way. There in front of them was the focus of the whole church, the statue of the Virgin, glowing brilliantly in a golden light from one of the highest windows. “This is the miracle of Our Lady of the Sea,” she whispered to Joan. “See how Our Lady glows. I have seen it many times. She is telling us how much she loves us. Our Lady is giving us her blessing. Now let us hurry home and tell Abuelo the news.”


Joan Blanxart learned the baker’s trade quickly, and soon was working hard in the bakehouse. Slowly the nightmares of his early years faded. He never saw the other urchins again, and grew to love the kindly woman who had taken such a risk adopting him, and her gentle father. Gradually he took over the chores of the business, and the old man could potter around in the shop, no longer struggling with armfuls of logs, or staggering back from the fountain with water jugs.


With good regular food, the little urchin boy grew taller and stronger, and soon was carrying the main work of the business on his shoulders. Even Marta could start to slow down, letting Joan’s developing muscles take much of the strain. She delighted in the way the boy became a young man, and one day realised that he had become as tall as she.


He grew into a handsome youth, strong and tall. With no knowledge of his mother or father, Marta could only speculate where his strength and good looks came from. Most Catalan young men of his age had dark, often black hair, but Joan’s hair was unusual and distinctive: he had a full head of luxuriant blond curls, marking him out as different and unusual in La Ribera.


As he had grown up, he had learned all the alleyways and lanes of La Ribera. He would duck and dive from alley to alley, delivering a cake here, collecting a bag of sugar from there, drawing water from the fountain, carrying a bag of logs on his back as if they weighed nothing, never stopping, rushing through the lanes, always on the move. And at night he continued to sleep on the floor beside the oven, with auntie and grandfather beyond him in the little room they called ‘indoors’.
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