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1. Berlin - Barcelona via München


Tegel Airport, 8:15 a.m. Anna’s flight leaves at 9:10 a.m. Barcelona via Munich. Ronald is dropping her off. Anna wants to be alone. Brief hug. Short wave goodbye. Glance out at the cloudy runway. Melancholy settles in. What’s the point of this trip? Is she running from Ronald, from herself, from her whole complicated family situation; is it panic in the face of her impending fortieth and the question of what she intends to do with the rest of her life; is she hoping to find adventure in the Catalan city? She doesn’t know; she just wants to get away.


Row three, window seat. Buckle up. Chair upright. The seats next to Anna are still open; hopefully they’ll stay that way. A young woman with a baby, arms full of luggage comes towards her, sets her things down next to Anna. The tiny child is adorable, the girlish woman friendly, but Anna avoids the little one’s searching gaze, turns to the window; she doesn’t want to smile, doesn’t want to move her arms and legs over a single inch, doesn’t want to have to reassure anyone that she doesn’t mind whether or not the squirming bundle brushes her arm, doesn’t want to have to react at all, not here, not now.


The young mother stows her things on the other side and takes a seat next to a dapper man in his sixties who smiles politely. A bottle in the little one’s mouth promises silence.


The young woman has to get to her luggage once more, can’t open the overhead compartment, then can’t close it. The steward helps her. As this is happening, the baby’s bottle falls to the floor. A friendly passenger from the fourth row picks it up. The young mother nods thankfully and finally sits down.


- Young mothers have an obtrusive quality, Anna thinks irritably and is happy that her son is older and that she’s been able to leave this role behind for good. Although:


Anna had been ready to go this morning, was sitting on Jonas’s bed, wanted to hug him one more time, felt his hot forehead.


“You have a fever! Then I won’t go. I can just visit Barcelona some other time!” Anna had said with alarm.


“Mom, you’re going!” her son had hotly contested, briefly raising his head before burying it in the pillow again. Anna knew that it was no use talking about it. For the last several days, Jonas had been looking forward to a week alone, having the place to himself, eating pizza, watching TV for hours on end. Should she still go? She had sent Thomas a text message, he could take care of his son once in a while, and in an emergency she could count on Ronald. So Anna had drawn lots of little hearts on a note and laid it on the kitchen table along with money for the week: “Adios, Mom.” And had left with a heavy heart.


A break in the clouds, the sun a little closer, no breakfast on the short flight, not even a cracker. Munich. Connecting flight to Barcelona through Gate A15. The small Lufthansa plane to Barcelona seems ridiculous next to the giant ones around it; it only has 13 rows, the 13th is marked with 14. Superstition runs deep. A feminine voice from the cockpit:


“Mrs. ... and her crew welcome you on board!”


And to top it all off, a woman would be flying this tiny machine over the Alps and the sea! It seems that she will never get to see Barcelona. Doubt in female ability also runs deep.


But they carry on valiantly, the female pilot and her Canadair jet, through the strong turbulence and throughout the three course menu with red or white wine and champagne. Anna drinks water and tomato juice. Up here, somewhere between thunder and lightning, heaven and earth, the vision of what Barcelona might have to offer disappears completely and something like fear creeps over her, thinking of what she has set into motion.




2. La Rambla


Barcelona airport. The pilot and her small aircraft made it. Anna takes her time, strolls over to the baggage claim, watches her suitcase slowly disappear behind the wall and then appear up front on the conveyor belt again. She takes an empty baggage cart, rolls it over the gleaming granite to the information desk. The señora gives her a city map with all the hotels. She’d prefer to stay somewhere directly on the Rambla, the big pedestrian thoroughfare, Anna explains, in the Hotel Montecarlo, for instance. It had looked good in the travel brochure, could she recommend it?


The señora says that she isn’t allowed to give recommendations, but Anna should be careful, there are thieves there and as a woman by herself, no, it’d be better to stay in the northern part of Barcelona; and the airport express is waiting right outside the exit.


The bus driver has the face of a tango dancer and a voice that even makes paying the fare seem pleasant. He’s listening to The Fugees on the radio. The pilot had been right. The sky over Barcelona is cloudy, the city is gray-black, it’s a mild temperature of 59° F, but the Barcelonans are wearing coats with fur collars, hats, scarves – it’s finally winter. The flash of a peach-colored billboard from amidst the gloomy tangle of city streets: gorgeous, wonderfully full breasts, nipples erect with desire, a smiling baby’s face in between them, two bottom teeth showing.


End of the line - Plaça Catalunya. Anna is the last one off the bus and finds herself standing in the middle of Barcelona’s throbbing pulse like a fallen meteorite. She can see the wonderful breasts again, hanging resplendently with the beaming baby’s face on the wall of the building across from her, and beneath it the slogan:


“Behind every strong personality there’s a strong woman – Prénatal.”


- The mother here as sensuality incarnate: Not bad, maybe it’s also a reason for this gratuitous trip of mine, thinks Anna mischievously, smiling to herself, pulls her heavy bag onto her shoulder, walks with her tall boots in the direction the señora had recommended and ends up at a traditional building with an imposing spiral staircase. The hotel is full, the liveried receptionist politely regrets to inform her, there is only a large double room…


At that moment, a V.I.P. bus pulls up and suddenly the lobby is filled with Japanese tourists. No, she doesn’t want to stay here; could she leave her suitcase till she’s found another hotel…gracias, adios. Anna hurries back in the opposite direction, across Plaça Catalunya and finally finds herself where she wanted to be all along: on the famous Rambla, Barcelona’s huge, spectacular boulevard that’s now in full swing. Dense crowds of people in a constant stream of motion, flowing, melting into each other, gliding past one another, following unspoken, invisible laws; Anna stands there spellbound, it is as if she is magnetically attracted, drawn into the enormous energetic events unfolding before her; she yields to the current, moves into it, allows it to take her, lets go and feels how – in the completely spontaneous, mysteriously woven, intricate togetherness – one’s own gravity lessens. She is filled with lightness: Everything is fine because it is the way it is. In no time she’s absorbed into the countless bodies, eyes, voices, snatches of conversation, is incorporated into the vibrant maelstrom of the anonymous crowd; and she lets herself drift, past the La Vanguardia newspaper kiosks and the lavish flower stands, past the African drummers and trumpeters, clowns, jugglers, dancers, acrobats, mimes on every corner; squawks and caws from parrots and chickens in small cages on the curb; sounds of tango and Dixieland playing from cassette players somewhere; throngs of cars, buses, trucks on both sides; the thunder of airplanes overhead… Anna walks as if in ecstasy, bombarded by the massive waves around her, her heart almost bursting; she can’t think, can only feel the radiant happiness deep inside her.


Then over to her left, the Hotel Montecarlo with its artfully restored façade; Anna steps out of the crowd, crosses the street, climbs the marble steps to the hotel’s glass entryway; a glass door noiselessly opens in front of her and closes behind her immediately: She is standing in the lobby, a vacuum of abrupt silence; tall, mirrored walls between pillars silently reflect the boisterous hustle and bustle outside. Young people at the reception desk:
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