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PREFACE


This novel completes my trilogy exploring the history of Catalonia. As with the previous two books, this novel is not a history book. The twists and turns of the actual history are fascinating, but would form a very long and heavy history book. By creating three fictitious families, I have aimed to highlight the struggles and triumphs of daily life.


The several generations of the Blanxart family took the reader through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in “The Lions of Catalunya”; the Vilaro family endured the difficult years of the early nineteenth century, and the civil war, in “Barcelona Sunset”; and in the current volume, the Bonet family survive the deprivations following the civil war, and live to see the blossoming and booming city which hosted the Olympic Games in 1992.


I have enjoyed learning the history of my adopted city: and I hope readers will be equally fascinated. Perhaps those who have never visited Barcelona will be inspired to come.


“Barcelona, like a jewel in the sun! Viva! Barcelona!” (Freddie Mercury and Mike Moran)
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CHAPTER ONE


“It’s very quiet,” whispered Clara. They were familiar with the routine: the air-raid warning would sound, and wherever they were, or whatever they were doing, they would crawl down into the cave under the big kitchen table, and lie together on the mattress which was permanently waiting.


This time it was different. They lay still and listened to the silence. They could hear nothing but the ticking of the kitchen clock. “Clara’s right,” said Anna. “It’s very quiet; strangely quiet.”


Clara loved snuggling under the kitchen table. When the loud siren sounded and her mother told her they must get under the table, she was always pleased. She would grab a cushion for a pillow, and dive between the table legs, onto the mattress. Her brother Eduard, older by only three years, took things far more seriously, and would not join in with her giggling as the family lay together.


Of course she didn’t like the noises that came later: her giggling would stop with the thunder of bombs near and far, as the city endured both night-time and day-light raids. Anna would hold her children close, and if Manel was at home, he would be there with them, squashed into the small space on the floor. Clara would often fall asleep, whilst her parents were keeping an anxious vigil.


She’d never counted them, but for a long time Clara had spent more nights under the table than in her own bed; and it had been rare to go to bed in the tiny bedroom she shared with Eduard, and wake up in the same place in the morning. Even when she was in her own bed, she was fully dressed, and she couldn’t remember wearing her nightdress.


In the summer, it had been hot with the four of them tightly packed like sardines under the table, but in the chill of winter, Clara was glad of her parents’ warmth. This life of noise and bombs frightened and worried her parents, but for Clara it was normal. Even her sensible and worldly-wise big brother, escaping from school at the end of the day, would enjoy running around the local bombsites with his friends, playing at war and pretending to be hit.


There had been no parade for Kings Day that year. With the republican army near defeat, and the Nationalists just across the Ebro River, ready to conquer the city, there was no appetite for the fun of Kings’ Day, nor any sweets for the children to share.


The Bonet family had been out in the winter sunshine, and wondered at the huge crowds of people wandering the streets of the city. Everyone was hungry, many wearing threadbare clothes, and some with no shoes, but in the warmth of the sun, there were many managing a half-smile on their grim face. How so many had survived the bombardments of the city was something of a miracle, and that they had the strength to walk the streets was a comfort.


There was much gossip: the International Brigade, it seemed, were leaving; politicians and journalists were packing up and heading for Figueres; the population was aware that the nationalists were at the gates; the republican army was demoralised and without ammunition. There was little enthusiasm for the war to drag on.


Inevitably, even on Kings’ Day, the air-raid siren had sounded, and the crowds scattered – most to their own homes, and some to one of the few public shelters. Back under their kitchen table, Clara’s mother whispered to her husband.


“It seems it will never stop. There are so many of us left in the city, but without food, it’s getting hard to stay alive. There are so many people wandering, many of them begging. How long can we go on?”


“Hush,” said Manel, “we’ll not frighten the children.”


“When I grow up, I’ll be a soldier,” said Eduard.


“No,” said his mother. “When you grow up, they’ll be no more war. You’ll not be a soldier.”


Three weeks after Kings Day, with the children still at home with their mother, getting ready to go to school, and their father already at the his little grocery store where he spent many hours every day, and evening, the air raid had sounded unusually early in the morning. Manel had run home, arriving to find his family tumbled down under the table.


“Something’s happening,” he said. “Many of the shops are staying closed, so I shut the shop. Just as I was leaving, the air-raid sounded, so I ran all the way. The trams have stopped. Put the wireless on, Anna.”


The wireless warmed up slowly, and then crackled into life. There was nothing but military music. “Turn it off again,” said Manel.


“It’s nice to have you home, father,” said Clara.


“That may be,” replied her father, “but when the all-clear sounds, I must run back and open the shop. I’ve little for sale, but I can’t risk being closed when there might be a customer.”


The family lay on the floor in silence. The only sound was the ticking of the mantle clock. Manel peered up at the paper calendar on the wall: it was 26th January 1939.


“It’s very quiet,” whispered Clara.


“Clara’s right,” said Anna. “It’s very quiet; strangely quiet.”


“There were rumours yesterday,” said her father. “Customers coming into the shop had many stories. It was hard to know what was true and what was merely gossip. Apparently Franco’s army crossed the Ebro, and have been assembling just beyond Montjuic. If the bombing has stopped, it’s to let the army enter the city.”


“There was much talk at the school gates yesterday,” said Anna. “Lots of people are leaving the city. One of the mothers was saying that there’s not many of the International Brigade left: most of them have gone home.”


“I liked those Englishmen and Americans,” said Eduard. “Some of them gave us sweets.”


They lay in the silence for a while longer.


“Clara’s right,” said Anna. “it’s so quiet. Could the war be over?”


“Let us not be too hopeful,” said Manel. “But you’re right. It’s strangely quiet. I’m going to go and look.”


“Be careful,” said Anna. “The all-clear’s not sounded.”


Leaving his wife and children under the table, Manel opened the door quietly, and walked slowly and warily up the steps to the street. He stood a few steps from the top with the pavement just below eye-level. The street was deserted, as it always had been during an air-raid, but the silence was deafening.


“What’s happening?” came a hushed voice close by, and he turned to see his neighbour also standing near the top of his basement steps, similarly curious and perplexed.


“I don’t know,” said Manel. “Is it over? I’ll go back down and put the wireless on again.” Returning down the steps and opening the door, he told his family that it seemed to be safe to come out from under the table, and he asked Anna to turn on the wireless.


The wireless always seemed very slow to warm up when there was an urgent need to listen to it, but soon Anna had it tuned to a nationalist station, and turned the volume up. After some more military music, an announcer came on and gave a very breathless announcement.


“Nationalist troops have this morning entered Barcelona. As I speak to you, the nationalist army is marching north, along the Grand Via. There is no resistance, and the people of the city are welcoming the victorious army with open arms.”


“Welcoming them?” asked Eduard.


“I think it might be safe to go and see what’s happening,” said Manel. Anna got the children into their coats and they climbed up the steps to the street. “Stay close,” their father reminded them. “We don’t know quite what we’ll walk into, but sadly, this is a historic day for Barcelona. We must go and see what’s happening.”


Other families were coming out of their apartments, and there was a strange mixture of excited relief, and apprehensive curiosity. As the growing throng of neighbours headed towards the Grand Via, they were all startled by the sudden sound of the all-clear. There was a little laughter at being surprised outdoors by the familiar siren, but once the noise had died away, there was a great buzz of conversation between the neighbours.


“I bet there won’t be any school today,” Eduard announced.


“Nor work, either,” said his father. “It seems the whole city, or what’s left of it, is on the street. No-one’s gone to work, there won’t be a shop open.”


Anna smiled at her husband. “That won’t matter much,” she said. “There wasn’t much to buy even when they were open. Your shop was like them all: not much to sell. A pity we can’t eat cigarettes!”


“Although quite what is in some of those cigarettes, I’ll never know,” smiled Manel.


“Listen,” said Eduard. “What can I hear?”


“Is it a band?” asked Clara.


It was only a short walk from their Eixample basement down to the Gran Via, and they joined the crowds on the pavement. Faintly they could hear some kind of strange rumbling or grinding, and faint music, coming from the south, from Placa D’Espanya.


“The nationalist army,” said another in the crowd. “They’ve just walked into the city without a gun being fired. It’s all over for Barcelona.”


The grinding sound grew, and soon they saw a lone tank rumbling along the Grand Via. Sitting on top was an officer of the nationalist army, although no-one could identify him, or his rank. He was waving a large Spanish flag. The turret of the tank swung slowly from side to side, almost like an elephant’s trunk.


The citizens of Barcelona watched in silence. They were exhausted by the war, hungry and ill. In defeat, their relief was mixed with dread for their future. As the tank drew level with Manel and his family, the turret swung towards them, the soldier sitting on it seemed to look straight at them, and he gave the straight arm Fascist salute. One or two neighbours standing in the crowd sheepishly returned the salute. Eduard went to put his hand in the air, but Anna pushed his arm down quickly. “I don’t think so,” she hissed at her son.


Some distance behind the tank, came a rather chaotic military band. With battered instruments, and many of their number injured or killed, it had been very difficult to create a proper musical group, but those who could, had been persuaded to march and play, and the sound, although disordered, was recognisably a military march.


The tank rolled on towards Placa Catalunya, followed by the dishevelled band. Next, and incongruously, came another officer, this time riding a large horse, which he was having a great deal of trouble controlling. Now and again he would make the Fascist salute, but much of the time he was clinging to the reins, and struggling to remain on the horse and maintain his dignity.


He was leading an enormous column of marching soldiers. Unlike the defeated Republican army, every one of these men shouldered a rifle. They marched smartly, and had an air of victory about them. Manel whispered to Anna, “They look so smug. Can’t they see the resentment in the crowd?”


“I’m sure they are just as pleased as all of us that the war is over, and they are still alive, and fit enough to march. They’ll be pleased to go home.”


The men were marching in large platoons, and between each platoon was an officer, sometimes two or three officers, marching ahead of their group. Whilst the foot soldiers maintained a slow steady march, eyes fixed on the road ahead, their officers turned to the crowd, giving Fascist salutes all the way. Once more a few returned the salute, but most people remained resolutely silent.


Anna and Manel were astonished at the enormous number of soldiers marching past them. “We had no chance against so many,” said Manel. “Our army was outnumbered, made worse by the departure of the International Brigade, and we were running out of arms and ammunition.”


Anna looked down the road. Thousands more soldiers were pouring into the city. “Let’s go home,” she said. “I feel a bit sick, seeing this enemy marching through our streets.”


On the way back to the apartment, Manel said, “You know, we had that old Catalan flag hanging in the front window, all through the war. I’ve a feeling that it’s not a very good idea now. I certainly don’t want to welcome the fascists with a Fascist salute, but we don’t need to provoke trouble by leaving the senyera for all to see.”


Once back in the safety of their basement apartment, Manel took down the Catalan flag, and decided to go and open his shop, and see if any others opened. Anna walked the children to school, but as Eduard had predicted, it was closed, and they walked home again. Anna turned the wireless on, but there was nothing new. It was a strange day, and Anna couldn’t decide if she should pull the mattress out from under the table. Was the war really over?


It had been three long and dreadful years since that fateful announcement on the radio that General Franco had started the civil war. At first, Barcelona had seemed quiet, with the war happening a long way away. In the Eixample they had been largely unaffected by the communist and anarchist in-fighting in the city, although they had been horrified by the shootings in the streets, and had kept well away from dangerous areas. They had been aghast at the bombing of Guernica, but it remained a problem for others. Manel had seen a number of friends volunteer for the army, but with a stable job and a family to feed, he remained at home. He and Anna were fearful of the fascists, but they seemed to be remote from everyday life in the city.


Their complacency had been shattered, however, at the beginning of 1938. Suddenly the war was all around them, as Italian planes commenced a heavy bombardment of Barcelona. The air-raid drill, which they had practised in a light-hearted way, become a way of life over night. Some days, in the spring, the air-raid sirens had sounded many times. Clara was still at home then, and Anna and she would cling together under the kitchen table, Anna fretting about Eduard at school, and Manel at the shop.


It was not long since the Catholic church on Balmes had opened the school, and she had been delighted to enrol Eduard. Neither Anna nor Manel had been to school, but, with his parents’ encouragement, Manel had taught himself to read, and to learn the basic figures needed to run his shop. Less than a year after Eduard started at the school, the air-raids had begun. The parents had been invited to see the air-raid shelter that had been dug under the school, and they knew their children would be taken down there when the siren sounded, but it didn’t stop them worrying. When Clara reached her sixth birthday, she had also started school, but had missed many days, either because the family had been awake all night with the noise of the bombing, or because a day-light raid had started whilst they were walking to school, and they’d run home again.


Clara, however, had loved school, mainly due to her lovely young teacher, Senora Mirlo. The young teacher was smiling and kind, and made her classroom an oasis of sunshine in the sombre city. Dressed in floral dresses, and with sparkling rimless glasses, she was adored by all of the children in her charge. Clara was sad when school was interrupted by an air-raid, and adored everything about the happy classroom created by her teacher. In the gloomy war-torn city, Clara’s classroom was a little ray of light in her life. Eduard, who had also enjoyed his start at the school with Senora Mirlo, had become less keen, and this was largely because he was taught by rather fierce nuns, with unsettling names like Sister Frigido.


It had been a grim Christmas, with daily bombing raids, and the city had looked towards the new year with nothing but despair. Now, before January was over, it seemed the war had ended.


“School tomorrow,” said Anna brightly, to the children. “If it really is all over, you can stay in your classroom all day, and not go down to the shelter.”


“It’s very smelly down there,” said Eduard. “I would be glad if I never went down there again.”


“I hope you won’t,” said his mother. “Now let us see if we can make a nice supper for when your father comes home.” With a sinking heart, she turned to the cupboard to begin the daily challenge of making something reasonable for a meal, with almost no ingredients. Even with a husband owning a grocery shop, she had little to work with, and like many Barcelona housewives, she had become clever at making something out of nothing. “Let’s hope the end of the war means we can get some nice things to eat,” she said.


Manel came home earlier than usual. “Nothing much happening,” he said. “Hardly any customers, probably because most shops stayed closed.”


“No school, either,” said Anna. “I hope it will be open tomorrow. I need to get the children into school, and then go and hunt for something to eat.”


The family were unaccustomed to a quiet evening. The radio, their only form of entertainment, continued to play military marches, and for a while, the most remarkable calm seemed to have settled over the city. There was no air-raid siren, and the streets were somehow muffled, with few pedestrians, and no traffic.


Suddenly, soon after it had got dark, there was a tremendous volley of gun-shot. They all jumped, and Clara burst into tears. “It’s not starting again, is it?” said Anna. They waited with their hearts pumping from the shock. Silence descended again.


As they listened, there were footsteps on the stairs, and a quiet tapping on their door. “Only me,” came the voice of their neighbour Senora Pinto.


As Anna opened the door, Senora Pinto burst in. “What was that?” she said.


“We don’t know,” replied Anna. “We’re just praying that the war isn’t starting all over again.”


Looking around, the neighbour noticed that the flag had gone from the window. “You’ve taken down your senyera,” she said. “Why did you do that?”


“There’s no need to advertise which side we were on,” said Manel. “We know what we were struggling for, and we know we’ve lost. The conquerors won’t be easy. They’ll try to get us to do the Fascist salute, and who knows what else?”


“Some traitors were saluting them this morning as they marched into the city,” said Senora Pinto. “We can’t just turn our backs on all those sacrifices and hardships of the last few years. My Enric says that our senyera will stay where it is. Enric says we may have lost, but we’re still Catalans, and we’re still republicans.”


The city was quiet all night, and the children’s school opened as usual in the morning. Manel opened the shop, and did a brisk trade, mainly in cigarettes. The same conversation was on everyone’s lips. “Is it really over?” No-one seemed to know what the sudden burst of gun fire had been during the previous evening, and during the day, at least, it remained quiet. Anna was unlucky with shopping for fresh food at the market, as it was too soon after the cease-fire for anything to have been delivered, so the family supper was as meagre as usual.


Soon after dark there was a sudden engine noise in the street, and then the sound of a big truck braking. Peering up from their basement, they could see very little except the boots of soldiers jumping out of the truck and lining up in the street. A moment later, and heavy boots were running down the steps to their door. A loud banging on the door sent the children rushing to their mother, whilst Manel stood hesitant. There was another burst of banging, and a voice shouted, “We know you’re there, we can see the light! Open up for the nationalist army!”


Manel opened the door and two young soldiers burst into the apartment. “Nationalist heroes or republican rats?” shouted the taller of the soldiers.


“Neither,” stuttered Manel. “I’m a shop keeper, the little grocer’s, up the road.” There was a pause as he assessed the men. “I’ve got some cigarettes here,” he said. “Want a packet?”


The soldiers laughed, and the taller one said, “You understand how this war works. Hand them over, and we won’t trouble you again.”


With shaking hands, Manel opened the drawer in the kitchen table, and gave each soldier a packet of cigarettes.


“Only one?” said the tall soldier. “I think you can do better than that.”


Turning back to the drawer, Manel pulled out two more packets.


The soldiers pocketed the cigarettes, turned abruptly and were gone as suddenly as they had arrived. Manel closed the door.


“What was that about?” said Anna, but before anyone could reply, they heard the soldiers banging on their neighbour’s door.


“Nationalist heroes or republican rats?” came the voice of the soldier once again.


Listening, they heard Enric Pinto shouting loudly, “Republican, but not a rat. A republican hero. It’s you, nationalist scum, who are the rats.”


There was a sickening thump. Manel and his family could only guess what was going on – presumably the soldier had hit Enric. Then they heard more shouting.


“On your feet, and up the steps. You seem to have forgotten who has won this war.”


Peering up from their basement, the family again watched army boots tramping to and from the truck, with several of their neighbours being dragged roughly with them. The people rounded up were forced at gun point and with much abuse, to climb into the truck. Anna and Manel stared horrified until the truck was full, and finally drove away.


Timid footsteps and a quiet knock, and their neighbour was at the door again.


“They’ve taken Enric,” said Senora Pinto, tearfully. “Perhaps you were right to take down the flag. They didn’t even say where they were going.”


“Stay here with Anna,” said Manel. “I’ll go and see if I can find out.”


When Manel climbed up to the street, he found several distressed neighbours huddled together. It seemed that a number of husbands, and even a couple of teenage sons, had been taken away in the army truck. No-one understood what was happening.


As they stood in shared disquiet, there was a sudden and thunderous volley of gun-shot. “Just like we heard last night,” said one.


Manel had a horrible feeling that he knew what the sound was, but it was one of the women who spoke first.


“That’s the sound of a firing squad. I’ve heard it before. Oh God……”


Several of the people in the street started sobbing. Others were unable to believe what was being said. Manel realised that he had to return home and face Senora Pinto, who was waiting apprehensively with Anna and the children. He walked slowly down the steps and opened the door. The two women were facing him, waiting anxiously for news.


Manel shook his head. “I don’t know,” he started hesitantly, “but someone up there reckons it’s a…” he paused and looked at Senora Pinto.


“What?” said their neighbour.


“A firing squad,” said Manel reluctantly. “Of course, I hope they’re wrong.”


“No,” said Senora Pinto. “I recognised the sound. We’ve had too many years of war, too much violence and terrorism, we all know that sound. We survived all the bombs and bullets of a civil war, and in the first days of peace, this happens.”


Senora Pinto remained strangely calm as Manel accompanied her back to her own apartment, but once inside, and with the door closed, they could hear her howling through the wall.


“Poor woman,” said Anna. “She’s on her own now. She lost two sons in the fighting at the Ebro, and now her husband’s gone. Put the wireless on. Even if it’s that terrible military music, it will be better than sitting in silence, listening to the poor woman’s distress. She still believes that one or other of her sons will return from the war, but it’s very unlikely.”


The wireless was little comfort, however, as the interminable band music was interrupted by an announcement that General Franco was not interested in taking prisoners, and that all republican sympathisers would be executed. “Arresting known republicans in the city has started,” continued the announcer. “Our loyal soldiers are being deployed in firing squads, liquidating the last of the communist and anarchist rats.”


Manel turned the wireless off. Senora Pinto’s howling had ceased, and all was quiet. “Let’s go to bed,” said Anna. “I thought we would be pleased when the war was over, but it seems we are just finding another kind of horror, a new reason to grieve.”


For a few days, all was quiet. Manel opened the shop each day, but without any deliveries he had almost no stock. The last of the cigarettes was gone, tinned food was a thing of the past, and he had little fresh food except meagre vegetables grown in neighbour’s gardens. The city was paralysed, with everyone waiting to see what would happen. Anna continued to struggle to feed her family, and the whole city was hungry. Manel checked on Senora Pinto, but she had retreated into her own grief, and refused all offers of help. Numbly, Anna took the children to school each day, but even there, with the children, there was an air of silent desperation.


Each day, Anna pulled the cover off of her sewing machine, and started work. The ‘Singer’ had been a present from Manel’s parents when they got married. Anna was already well-known for her skills as a needlewoman, and she had quickly mastered the challenge of the machine. Before he started school, Eduard had enjoyed turning the handle for her; and Clara had also loved being with her mother when she worked. The big kitchen table, the centre of their family life, had not only provided them with an air-raid shelter, and the place where all food was prepared and eaten, but was also where the sewing machine lived, contributing an important extra income for the family.


The bombing had produced a welcome source of sewing for Anna. With many people losing everything when their home was destroyed, and no clothes available in the shops, Anna was in great demand; and curtains from bombed out apartments had become a bizarre source of fabric. She had been kept very busy, especially with families bringing all colours and designs of material to be made into dresses both for small girls and for their mothers. Occasionally she had made a smock for a boy, but few boys would tolerate wearing floral or brightly coloured clothes. More often she found she was adapting a worn shirt from a dead father, to fit a little boy.


With the two children at school, and Manel at the shop, Anna was as busy as ever at her sewing machine, and life seemed momentarily calm. She didn’t charge much for her labours, but in fact made more than Manel did at the shop with his depleted, almost non-existent, stock.


Despite money in her purse from her sewing, Anna continued to struggle to feed her family. The neighbours thought having a grocer’s shop would make it possible for them to get food when others had none, but this wasn’t true. In fact Manel had next to nothing except a few onions brought to him by those same hungry neighbours who had managed to grow them in their tiny gardens.


Peace had brought famine, and for a while, the whole of Barcelona was starving. Housewives discussed bizarre ways to cook grass and leaves, but such things only made them ill.


Two weeks after the cease-fire, there was a glimmer of hope, with some very limited supplies of basic things like rice, delivered to the city ajuntament. After the obviously corrupt Fascist officers had taken their ill-gotten gains, the remains were distributed amongst the local grocers and corner shops. Manel had been instructed to go at night, and under cover of darkness, had brought a sack of rice back to his shop. In the early hours of the morning, he sat up by candlelight, weighing half kilos of rice into bags, and by daylight was able to place a small sign on his shop door: “Rice here today. Half kilo per family. Only regular customers.”


Word flew round the nearby streets, and a queue had formed by the time he opened. As each person came to the counter, he carefully recorded who had bought a bag of rice; and those who begged for a bag but had no money were served, and their debt recorded. With no choice in the matter, Manel was operating a rationing system, as the town hall had suggested he should, and his customers seemed to respect the honest approach he had.


Once all the rice was gone, Manel closed his shop, and wearily staggered home to sleep. A couple of nights later, he went back to the ajuntament, and got a sack of coarse flour. Once more, he spent the early hours weighing it out, and once more the grateful queue formed at his door. His rationing system worked well, and he continued this tiring routine for many days. One night, there was even an allocation of some rather doubtful-looking sausage, but Manel’s customers were delighted by the first “meat” they had seen in a long time.


It was the middle of February, and Anna was working at home, when she was startled by a well-scrubbed and very young nationalist soldier crashing loudly down the steps, his hob-nailed boots resounding on the stone. He banged loudly on the door. Apprehensively Anna opened the door. Without a word, the soldier thrust a printed paper into her hand, and turned and ran back up the steps.


The paper announced that on the following day, there would be a parade of the glorious victors, to be led by Generalissimo Franco himself. All shops and schools were to remain closed, and all citizens were to line the processional route to welcome their leader. Anna shuddered.


That evening, after Manel had closed his shop, and the children had gone to bed, Anna and Manel talked quietly.


“We must go to this parade,” said Anna, “much as I don’t want to.”


“It’s bad enough to have lost to these cursed Fascists,” replied Manel, “but to stand in line and salute the bloody Generalissimo, is sickening.”


Anna put her hand on her husband’s arm. “Hush, dear,” she said. “We’ve brought two children into this world. For their sakes, we must make the best of the situation, and do whatever it takes to keep them safe.”


“I’ll not salute,” said Manel.


“I’ve thought about that,” said Anna. “I will, and I think you should. I’ll even encourage the children to. I know I stopped Eduard before, but it’s only sensible to go along with the crowd and keep ourselves safe. Look what happened to poor Senor Pinto next door: just keeping his Senyera flying, cost him his life.”


“OK, here’s the deal,” said Manel. “I’ll salute, but every time I put my arm up, I’ll be thinking ‘bastards, bastards, bastards!’ and not even Franco can stop me.”


Anna smiled. “I’ll think the same. But I’ll not tell the children. Let them salute and cheer, it will make them happy, even if they have no idea what it’s really all about.”


The next day was one of Barcelona’s bright winter mornings with warm sun and a wide expanse of blue sky. “Franco will think God’s smiling on him with this weather,” said Anna. “Pity really, much as I prefer the sunshine, I’d have been pleased if it could have rained on his parade.”


The leaflet delivered by the enthusiastic soldier had given the route of the parade, and the family decided that they would go to Passeig de Gracia to join the crowds. It seemed that all of Barcelona was on the streets, as few of the population had dared to stay away. Standing on the corner of La Pedrera, the family could hear that the procession was coming north along the Avenida del Generalissimo Francisco Franco, the wide boulevard recently carved diagonally through the Eixample. Military music was combining with the loud cheering of the crowds. Seeing their two children, the people surrounding them pushed the family to the front of the crowd, so they all, including Eduard and Clara, had a good view of everything.


As the music grew louder, and the people surrounding them started to cheer, Manel whispered into his wife’s ear: “Bastards, bastards, bastards!”


Anna nodded grimly.


Around the corner from the Avenida, came a number of police motorcycles, clearing the route, and stopping regularly to allow the beginning of the cavalcade to catch up. A city with a tradition of King’s Day parades, knew how to create a procession, and the turn-coats of the city council, who had remained to welcome the Generalissimo, had forced many reluctant citizens to assist with the arrangements.


Behind the motorcycles, came a group of monks and nuns, staggering under the weight of the great effigy of Santa Eulalia from the cathedral.


“He does think God is on his side,” muttered Manel. “Only Franco could imagine that a Fascist victory is a Christian triumph.”


Santa Eulalia was notoriously heavy, and many of the population had seen the effigy before, when it had been paraded on the saint’s holy day. The monks and nuns paused at the top of Passeig de Gracia to catch their breath, and then continued their slow progress down the wide boulevard towards Placa de Catalunya.


Around the corner came a large and well-rehearsed band, far more disciplined, and musically superior to the chaotic musicians who had marched into the city on the day of the cease-fire. Coming to a halt in front of La Pedrera, and almost treading on Eduard’s toes, the band launched into a rousing tune which some of the crowd recognised. A man next to Manel leaned close.


“That’s the new Fascist song,” he said. “It’s called ‘Face to the sun!’ I think we’re going to hear it a lot in the coming days. We must give the Fascist salute when we hear it.”


Horrified, Manel and Anna glanced around. Sure enough most of the crowd was standing with right arm stretched out. Anna and Manel joined the salute with shaking arms, looking at one another, and mouthing in unison, “Bastards, bastards, bastards.” Seeing their parents giving the salute, Eduard grinned and joined in, but Clara frowned and hesitated. Anna pushed her daughter’s arm into the air.


“My dead husband will be turning in his grave,” came a voice close behind them. They turned and found that their neighbour, Senora Pinto, had found them in the crowd. “I feel very disloyal to his memory,” she continued, “but I’m joining in with this hideous nonsense to stay alive.”


The band marched on. There was a long pause, and they heard the music fading away as the musicians arrived at Placa de Catalunya. Clara said, “Is that it?” but just as she spoke, a group of soldiers on horse-back rounded the corner. Again, quite unlike the exhausted army which had invaded the city a month before, these were the peacocks of the victorious army, with uniforms and plumed helmets to match their inflated status, all mounted on matching black stallions. As they rode past, they repeatedly gave the Fascist salute, and the crowds saluted back.


A short distance behind the officers, came Generalissimo Franco, Captain General of the Nationalist army, the self-appointed dictator, El Caudillo of all Spain. Riding a huge white stallion, the fat little man tried hard to look both in control and highly superior, but the crowd could see he was frightened by the enormity of the lively horse he was trying to control. When he could, he gave brief Fascist salutes at the crowd, but much of the time he clung to the reins.


Armed soldiers marched either side of El Caudillo, with guns at the ready. The crowd, recognising the dangers of disobedience in the presence of their dictator, cheered and saluted.


Another group of extravagantly dressed and decorated officers, riding sleekly groomed black horses, followed the dictator, and the crowd continued the enforced cheering and saluting.


Anna leaned towards her husband and spoke quietly into his ear. “I’ve seen more than enough,” she said. “Let’s slip away.”


“Look behind you,” said Manel, “We can’t escape, and dare not.”


On the balconies of La Pedrera, were armed soldiers watching the crowd, their guns trained like snipers, ready to kill. The crowd was trapped into a cheering and saluting mass. Franco could bask in the false belief that the people of Barcelona were joyous, and delighted to see him.


After a further pause, another group of horsemen appeared. This platoon had far less discipline, rode unruly horses, wore chaotic uniforms, with many bizarre trophies of past skirmishes. They delighted at frightening the crowds by riding straight at them and encouraging their horses to rear up. The swarthy band saluted the crowd, who saluted back – but then they laughed, and rode on.


“Who are they?” whispered Clara to her mother.


“They are the soldiers from Africa,” said Anna.


“The foreign legion,” said Manel.


“Bridegrooms of death, the Africanistas!” grinned Eduardo.


“No laughing matter,” said his father. “They were the most vicious and cruel of all the soldiers fighting for the nationalists.”


“Franco would not be our dictator if he hadn’t had their support,” said Anna.


As the savage band rode on, a much larger troupe of well-disciplined foot soldiers marched round the corner from the Avenida, and came to a halt in front of the family. There was a restless silence, as the crowd waited to see what would happen next; several amongst the throng turned to one another.


“What uniform is that?” said one.


“They don’t look Spanish,” said another.


“They’re Italian, I think,” said a third.


“What are we waiting for now?” said Anna.


“There’s a kind of grandstand been built down at Catalunya,” said a smug neighbour in the crowd. “El Caudillo will be leaving his white charger and mounting the grandstand, to take the salute from his troops marching past.”


Following a prolonged pause, a shouted order, in Italian, gave the signal to move forward.


“The Italians took part in the victory parade in Madrid,” said the man standing behind them, who seemed to know more about the situation. “There were seventeen thousand in the Madrid parade.”


“I think there’s that many marching in front of us right now,” said Anna.


The Italians continued down Passeig de Gracia towards the Generalissimo taking the salute in Placa de Catalunya. They were followed by a small contingent of German soldiers, immaculate in tight-fitting uniforms, goose-stepping with well-rehearsed precision.


“They march in a very funny way,” said Eduard.


“Hush,” said his mother. “There’s danger all around, and we must be careful what we say.”


“These are Hitler’s troops,” said Manel. “I think the way they march is very frightening.”


“And threatening,” said Anna.


As the German platoon continued towards Catalunya, several trucks turned the corner from the Avenida. A large sign on the first truck proclaimed, “Salute the heroes of the Nationalist Army.” Seated on each truck were a number of Spanish soldiers in new and smart uniforms. Each of them was horribly injured, missing an arm or leg, or more, and those that could, gave the Fascist salute to the crowd.


Anna shuddered. As the trucks lumbered past, she turned quietly to Manel. “And who will salute the heroes of the Republicans, the maimed and disabled of our army? The poor men, begging in the streets of our city, their whole lives ruined by their injuries … who will salute them?”


Behind the trucks, came the main army of Nationalist soldiers. In tight formation, and marching slowly and steadily, they advanced down Passeig de Gracia, wave after wave of victorious infantry.


“What chance did my boys have against such troops?” said Senora Pinto. “Do they still lie dead in a ditch, or do they wait, injured and disabled, waiting to get back to Barcelona?”


Suddenly, with a roar, a flight of war planes thundered overhead, skimming over the hills of Tipidabo, and swooping low over the city centre. As they headed out to sea, and turned south, Eduard announced proudly to his parents, “I knew what planes they were. Mostly bombers, and all from the Italian air-force. I’ve seen most of them before when I was plane spotting.”


Another marching band in the midst of the mass of soldiers ensured they kept in step as they marched past, and eventually the last of the soldiers had past. The parade ended with a small posse of motorcyclists, with their lights flashing and horns blaring, and then all was silent.


Anna turned to Senora Pinto. “I’m exhausted just watching all this,” she said, “and somehow it seems to me that the peace is more frightening than the war. Let’s go home.”




CHAPTER TWO


Manel could not remember why he had been so passionate to have a shop. As a young man, with little education, he’d worked in a butcher’s shop as the ‘boy’, earning a little pocket money, and observing how the business worked. He’d got a taste for the independence enjoyed by his boss, the butcher; and he liked the idea of having his own business. He’d coped with the gory side of the butchery business, but had no interest in becoming a butcher. He determined to have a small grocery store which would be at the centre of its local community. A chance meeting in a shop on Balmes with the elderly owner had given him his opportunity. When he first saw the shop, it was dark and dusty, with little trade, and the owner was pleased to retire and hand it over to Manel to manage. The owner wanted no more than a regular rent, and despite his youth, Manel was soon managing the shop. Apart from paying rent, he was in every other way his own boss, often sleeping on the floor and up with the lark to sweep the floor and the pavement outside. By sunrise, sacks of onions and nuts and bundles of firewood were arranged on the pavement, and the bacon slicer was humming.


Before the war, he had begun to build a reputation for reliable and courteous service, and the immediate residents were reliant on him for their everyday needs. The shop buzzed with gossip from the barrio, and Manel ruled over everyone with youthful enthusiasm. In 1929 he had married Anna, and the young couple found a basement apartment, not far from the shop. Manel stopped sleeping at the shop, but continued to rise early to go there and start his day sweeping the floor.


Customers, especially the elderly ladies, loved the bright young man behind the counter, with his apparent endless energy, bounding up and down the ladder to fetch cans of vegetables, measuring out bags of rice, and giving small samples of the latest cheese. He mainly sold dry goods, but was also happy to buy bundles of vegetables from customers who had grown them on the small gardens they tended. He took considerable pride in the cleanliness of the shop, washing his marble counter every day, sweeping the worn wooden floor. The dried bacon gave the shop its distinctive smell, and the jams and preserves brought colour and brightness with their little floral covers sewn by Anna. Manel was always wearing one of the clean, crisply starched aprons that Anna had sewn for him.


It was the aroma in the shop that Manel, and many of his customers, would never forget. Faintly there was a smell from the bundles of firewood; and stronger than that a whiff of coffee. There was a hint of soap, and overwhelming everything was the wonderful perfume of smoked bacon. Manel sliced the slabs of prosciutto on his alarming bacon slicer, with its razor-sharp spinning blade, and the cutting of the smoked meat gave the little shop an aroma of cosy welcome, as if here would be found both comfort and sustenance.


The elderly owner of the shop had visited, and been delighted in the transformation the young man had made to the business, and had suggested, without Manel asking, that the name above the shop be changed. Thus it had been repainted “Manel Bonet” – and the local customers were soon talking about running round to “Bonet’s” every time they needed a cup of sugar or salt.


Manel was still only 28 years old when the civil war had started, and with Anna’s agreement, he had remained behind with his family and business, a loyal supporter of the republican cause, but not volunteering to fight. He hung a senyera from the window at home, and a similar smaller flag fluttered over the door of the shop, just like most of the other shops in Balmes. At first, he had no trouble stocking the shop, and the war seemed distant and did not affect their lives. Gradually, however, supplies started to dry up. First it became hard to get enough rice, a staple of many of his customers, and then abruptly there was no ham. Little by little, he ran out of stock, and local warehouses had little to offer him. He was saddened to see his thriving business dwindle so soon after he had built it up, but his situation was no different from any other businesses in the city. Slowly the civil war was choking the city to death.


Peace had brought no respite. Farms were in ruins, farmers who had survived had no hired hands, or even family, to get the land back to production; animals had been slaughtered, and there was no plan to breathe new life into the countryside. A few older people in the barrio had managed to keep their gardens tilled, but they had little to spare beyond their own needs, and it was rare for Manel to receive a bundle of onions or carrots.


Each day he would open the shop, and sweep the step; and once a week he would carefully clean and oil the bacon slicer even though there was nothing to slice upon it. The rituals of his shop kept Manel focussed, and helped him find an optimism that somewhere in the future there would be a happier life with plenty to eat.


Cigarettes remained the only thing in plentiful supply, and each morning Manel would unlock the cabinet ready for the steady stream of workers who would call for their daily smokes. They’d ask if he had anything else for sale, but often there was nothing.


He continued to make nocturnal visits to the Ajuntament to pick up the tightly rationed rice and flour which the city council distributed, and Manel could tell that the bags he carried back to the shop had been opened, and some of the contents removed. He was grateful for what he received, and posted small signs on the shop door when he had some new stock. On rare occasions he received small bags of tea or ground coffee, and these were divided into tiny packets to share fairly amongst his regular customers.


It was quickly apparent that he needed to create a rationing system in his shop, and he kept careful records in a ledger, giving priority to regular known customers in the immediate barrio. He was thankful that his father had given him sufficient knowledge of reading, writing and mathematics to keep his ledger in good order. When he gave credit, he asked customers to sign the ledger, and he was constantly surprised by the large number of them who were illiterate, and could only make a cross instead of writing their name.


A network of pawn shops was opened and controlled by the Catholic church, and now and again, one of Manel’s customers would arrive with cash to pay debts. They would sigh, and tell him, “That’s the good cutlery we had years ago as a wedding present,” or “My son’s never coming home from the war, so I’ve pawned his bicycle.”


Anna’s routine was the same every day. There was the daily struggle to find something to eat, and the constant responsibility of her children. She would rise early with Manel, and boil water for him to shave and perhaps make a weak cup of coffee. She would shake the children awake, and get them to wash, and if there was anything to eat, give them a small breakfast. She would walk down Balmes, passing Manel’s shop, and turn into Valencia where the children attended the Catholic school. On the way home, she would go into the church on the corner, “La Mare de Deu dels Angels”, to light a candle, if there were any, and pray. She found since the end of the war, her prayers seemed to be all about food, and hoped that Our Lady would give her sufficient to feed her family.


When she was really desperate, knowing that she had sent her children to school hungry, she would join the queue to climb the wooden stairs up to the statue of the Virgin, and whisper her prayer for something to eat, “If not for me, then for my children,” she would tell the Virgin.


When whispering her confession to Father Matias, she would often divulge her obsession with feeding her family. The young priest was always rather abrupt with her, showing none of the warmth she would have liked in a priest. It seemed he was a supporter of the Fascists, and had little empathy for republican families. Curtly, he told her that trying to feed her family was not a sin, but she must not complain, and carry the burden just as her Lord had carried His. She had to bite her lip to not retort that this was little comfort.


Eduard, now nine years old, would bring Clara home at the end of the morning, and they would call for their father, who would close the shop for the siesta, and they would walk together up to the apartment on the corner of Rossello. Sometimes Manel would be bringing a small bag of rice or something from the shop; sometimes Anna had received a tiny piece of bacon fat from the church; but often there was nothing to eat.


“Some of the kids at school have told us they eat grass,” said Eduard.


“Yes,” said Clara, “their mothers boil it up in a saucepan, with salt.”


“And it makes them ill,” said Anna. “I know about that, but it doesn’t help. Cows and sheep live on grass, but we can’t.”


Slowly the long hungry summer of 1939 crept by. School finished for the children at the end of June, and Eduard often went with his father to the shop, proudly wearing a miniature apron made by his mother to match his father’s. Customers trickled in and out, but with so little to sell, there was little for Eduard to do. Clara would go with her mother to Sant Antoni market, from which they would regularly return empty-handed. The streets were full of beggars, many displaying horrific war-wounds, and the city was a cheerless and forlorn place. The summer sun failed to dispel the pervading greyness of the impoverished streets.


One evening, after darkness had fallen, Anna and Manel were startled by shrill screeching coming from their neighbour, Senora Pinto. Manel rushed to see what had happened, and Anna stood at her door, fearing the worst. After a moment, Manel called to his wife. “Anna, close the door and come round. Here’s a great surprise!”


Shutting the door behind her, Anna climbed the steps to the pavement. Other neighbours were running towards Senora Pinto’s, some calling out “It’s a miracle, it’s a miracle!”


Telling the others to stand back, Manel beckoned for his wife to go down into Senora Pinto’s. There Anna found her neighbour crying tears of joy, with her arms around a dishevelled and emaciated young man, squashed by his mother into the best armchair.


“It’s Carlos!” exclaimed Senora Pinto, “Alive!” She rocked and kissed her son, muttering over and over, “Alive, alive!”


Anna felt the tears welling up in her own eyes, as she embraced her euphoric neighbour. Carlos, overwhelmed by the sensation he had caused by coming back from the dead, remained silent.


“How wonderful,” said Anna.


From the door, Manel told the gathering neighbours to pass the word around, but to go home and leave some peace and space for the Widow Pinto and her long-lost son. Anna nodded at her husband and prepared to leave. It was only as she stood that she saw the battered wooden crutches propped in a corner. Turning abruptly back to Carlos, she gasped to see that he had only one leg. Impulsively, she kissed the young man again, then fled outside to her husband, her tears flowing freely.


Back in their own kitchen, Manel said, “Tomorrow, we’ll hear the whole story – where he’s been and what happened to him, but for now, we must be thankful that he’s alive after all.”


“But did you see….” said Anna.


“The crutches?” said Manel. “Yes. He’s just one of so many who will bear the scars of war for the rest of his life.”


The following morning, Senora Pinto knocked on their door with a bundle of clothes.


“These were my husband’s,” she said. “I’ve been reluctant to give them away, or pawn them, and now I’m pleased I didn’t. Can you cut them down for my Carlos? He’s so thin, and my husband was a fat man.”


“I’ll need to come and get Carlos to put one of these shirts on,” replied Anna, “and of course I’ll be pleased to do what I can.”


“Come this afternoon,” said Senora Pinto. “He’s still sleeping. He was exhausted and hungry when he got here last night. I helped him into bed, and he fell asleep immediately. He’s not yet told me his story, but I fear it will not be very nice.”


When Anna went to her neighbour after the siesta, Carlos was awake, and dressed in one of his father’s huge shirts. He remembered Anna from before the war, and smiled a thin smile of recognition. Nervously, Anna asked Carlos if he could stand up. “It’s OK,” said the young man, “I’ve got used to standing on one leg. It’s a more than a year since the left one was blown off.”


With Carlos’s hands on her shoulders to steady himself, Anna took out her pins, and started to sort out Senor Pinto’s shirt. “I could get two of you in this shirt,” she smiled, and Carlos laughed.


“You’ve made him laugh!” exclaimed Senora Pinto. “Now I know I’ve got my boy back home again.”


“What about these?” asked Anna, holding up Senor Pinto’s baggy trousers.


“Please cut off the left leg,” said Carlos. “I can’t stand a long empty trouser leg flapping around. I’m stuck on these crutches, so let the world see why; and I’ve been thinking … I’m the lucky one. My brother will never be coming back, nor will my father. There was a time when I wanted to die, but that’s in the past, and I’m glad to be home with Momia.”


Anna felt her eyes filling with tears as Carlos explained how he had seen his brother die in his arms, and how he had lain in a ditch, expecting that he himself was dying. An unknown man, a soldier, had found him, tied a tight belt around his shattered leg, and carried him to a bombed farmhouse nearby. A small group of women sheltering fearfully in the ruins, had looked after him, and surprisingly, he didn’t die. Some weeks had passed, and the small band of homeless women had cared for him. Without any money, and almost helpless, he had remained in the ruin, with the war continuing around him. The women brought him water, and shared what little food they had. At last, they got hold of crutches, and Carlos had hesitantly learned to walk again. He’d set out to walk home, every step difficult, and had managed only a short distance each day. He’d slept mainly in bombed ruins or dry ditches, and had survived on eating berries and fruits from the hedgerows. By chance, in one ruined village, he had found a doctor, who had done his best to amputate his shattered leg. Once he was able to carry on, it had taken him many long weeks to struggle back to Barcelona. All the while he had no knowledge that his mother and father would still be alive, or that he would find their apartment intact.


When Manel and Eduardo got home from the shop that evening, Anna was hard at work sewing. Manel’s eyebrows shot up when he saw that Anna had cut a leg off of the trousers. “Are you sure that’s what you should be doing?” he asked.


“It’s what he asked for,” she replied. “Senor Pinto only had one pair of good trousers, and I’ve had to completely re-make them for Carlos.”


“Poor Carlos,” said Eduardo.


“Don’t say that,” said Anna. “I said that this afternoon, and he was cross with me. He’s happy to be home, and said he’s better off than his brother or his father. Both of them are dead and buried.”


The summer of 1939 continued to creep by. The return of Carlos was the only happy moment in an increasingly hungry and gloomy city. Manel and Anna relied on their wireless to bring them news, but they became reluctant to switch it on for fear of more and more dismal announcements. Restrictions on life in Spain under the new dictatorship were bad enough, and it was clear that Europe was drifting towards another war.


“If Germany goes to war, the Nazis will expect Franco to support them,” said Anna.


“I cannot imagine that Spain has anything left to offer,” said Manel. “We saw all those victorious Nationalist soldiers at Franco’s parade in the spring, but even they won’t have the stomach for another war so soon. And anyway, as far as I can tell, our country is bankrupt. We can’t even get enough to eat, and there’s no chance of re-arming. The next war will be fought with planes and tanks and battleships: Spain has next to nothing left of these. Franco must know we’ve nothing left to give.”


“And how many would support the Nazis?” said Anna.


“The Italians will,” replied Manel. “Mussolini tried out his best troops against us in the war, and it was Italian bombers and fighters that flew overhead at the parade. We must hope for the best, that we don’t get dragged into another conflict. It will soon be September and the children can go back to school. Perhaps our lives will become less of a struggle in the autumn.”
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