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Chapter One







I open my eyes. My head is still on the pillow. I try and find the energy, in some hidden corner, to get up. My thoughts are overrun by a buzz of little voices. What should I do? Acknowledge the pain, look it in the eye and learn to live with it? Or the very opposite: run away from thoughts of martyrdom and force myself to ignore the pain? Which option is braver, which more resigned? How do you run away from bitterness without falling into idiocy?


Is it right to accept freely the possibilities of running away? Does frivolity as a narcotic bring peace… or lead into emptiness? Is it good to swallow analgesics to forget the pain, without thinking? Should you let yourself be carried by inertia, floating comfortably down the river of the day-to-day?


I close my eyes again, unsettled by the drone of all this buzzing. I find a fresh piece of pillow to rest my cheek. I think I have a fever.


Is it a kind of betrayal not to think about our dear departed? Is our remembering them every day, bearing and suffering their loss, a form of masochism? If a friend deceives us, should we pretend the wound isn’t deep and will soon heal?


You have to be positive, be optimistic. That’s the message I hear every blessed day. Well-intentioned friends, women’s magazines, cancer patient associations, psychologists. Must I accept that the intelligent, healthy reaction is not to think about death, betrayal, sadness, pain, loneliness, all the things which cause us anguish and heartache?


I’ve always seen myself as an intelligent healthy person. Psychologically strong. Maybe it’s not very modest, but that’s the way it is. I’m brave when looking pain in the eye, but it’s making me feel ill. I’m tired and sad. I feel alone. Perhaps it’s time now to look elsewhere. Give in finally, and let myself be washed along by this water, sometimes calm, sometimes turbulent.


I shall let the river rock me into sleep as I listen to the murmuring water.





Blanca goes to the window. The morning is transparent, taut. The February sun, which should be subdued, dazzles her as she looks out at the tangle of aerials and the flowering almond tree on the neighbours’ patio. She has a headache. She must have overdone the bourbon last night. But she has to get down to work. The publisher is in a hurry to get this Italian novel translated. As always, the first thing she did with it was peek at the last page. She can’t help it. The last few words give her the tone of a novel. 


She drops the book on the desk. It has landed spread wide open like the legs of a girl of easy virtue. Reading the little epilogue, she wasn’t able to work out the plot, but the words have found their way inside her, breaking through the layers of her headache. She savours them again as she takes a sip of coffee.




… into sleep as I listen to the murmuring water.





She switches on the computer. The screen blinks. Blanca decides to take an aspirin with her coffee. She opens a new document and goes back to the first page of the novel. Scordare il dolore. Forget the Pain. She starts.




So… that’s what love was like. Such a journey, so many hopes, to end up submerged in this sea of lies. I try to control the heat rising from my neck to my cheeks and the syncopated, frenetic dance of my heart inside my chest.


‘Bruna?’


Massimo calls me from the shadows of the bedroom. He’s been on call at the hospital all night and has just got into bed. I go to him to give him a kiss, approaching the bed in the dark. As he hugs me, I’m afraid he can feel my heart pounding like a drum.





‘Syncopated, frenetic’? Or perhaps it would fit better to say: ‘wild, furious’. She looks in the dictionary of synonyms. ‘Frenetic’: irate, crazy, delirious, furious, excited, mad. She likes the image of a heart beating frenetically, but ‘furious’ is closer to the word in the original Italian, ‘furente’.


The first words are always the most difficult for her to translate. As she makes her way through the text like someone walking a mountain trail, it seems the sentences start coming together more easily, as if her legs take on new strength, or the path flattens out.


Finally she chooses ‘frenetic’. She likes it more. She reads the paragraph aloud. When she says ‘… the syncopated, frenetic dance of my heart inside my chest…’ she smiles, satisfied.


She leans against the backrest of the ergonomically designed chair. She settles herself, planting her backside squarely on the seat, remembering the advice of the physiotherapist who deals with the seizures in her back. She stretches out her hands over the keyboard, making her fingers click. She starts to translate the second paragraph.




I go back to the hallway and put my hand into his coat pocket. I find Massimo’s wallet and go through it with a desperation that any careless observer might confuse with enthusiasm.





‘Desperation’ and ‘enthusiasm’. Two apparently contradictory terms which certainly can come together at the same time in the more visible aspects of a behaviour. Blanca imagines the novel’s protagonist: the shortened breath, the trembling hands, a film of sweat on her forehead…. She picks up the book and looks at it carefully: Scordare il dolore. Title in red letters on a white background. The author’s name, a shade darker, blood red, and in a smaller font: Matteo Spadaro. She’d never heard of him before. Sol had told her it was a debut novel. But apparently it’s been a runaway success in Italy. Seven hundred thousand copies. Translated into six languages so far. And now into Catalan. Forget the Pain. 


Blanca smiles: this Spadaro probably doesn’t even know the language exists. ‘Catalano?’, he’ll say with a quizzical look when his publisher tells him it’s being translated. ‘Barcelona’, the publisher will say. And probably go on with ‘Gaudí, Barça’. Or more likely, ‘Barça, Gaudí’. How sad. Blanca sighs and looks for a picture of the Italian author on the cover, but there isn’t one. Born in Naples. Lives in Palermo. This is his first novel.


What must life be like in Sicily? She’d love to go there. She’d probably love living there. As far back as she can remember, Blanca has wanted to live on an island, but without ever knowing quite why. She’s always been convinced, obviously on no scientific basis, that people who are born on an island are special. Their space is more defined. Their world is a nugget of land with a natural border. She has always found it difficult to know where she is from. Her roots are spread around and her connections scattered. Friendships from here and there, before and now. She is sensitive to landscapes, can easily come to love them, but there is none she feels her own. She finds it difficult to explain. Even Raimon doesn’t completely understand, nor her mother. ‘You’re weird,’ she tells her fondly. They love her, but they don’t understand her. For her it’s exactly the opposite with her world. She understands it, but doesn’t love it.


The telephone rescues her from all the broodings that go nowhere. It’s her sister.


‘Have you started the translation?’


Sol works for a publisher and commissions the translations. It’s still hard to explain this kind of luck. Being able to work without any timetable or bosses keeping their eye on you. Battling with dictionaries, stopping when she wants and imagining herself in Sicily. 


‘Who is Matteo Spadaro?’


‘I don’t know much at all. A Sicilian who started writing in his thirties and seems to have the knack of connecting with his readers. I haven’t read the novel though. What do you make of it?’


‘I’ve only just started. But I like it…. What was it you wanted?’


‘Just to say good morning…. Okay, just for you to say good morning to me. I’ve only been up for an hour and a half and I’ve already had a row with the pair of them. I don’t want to start work in a bad mood.


Sol has two teenage sons, Raül who’s nineteen, and Cèlia, who’s seventeen. They’re not especially difficult, but they can wind her up. Blanca knows her sister is tough and generous, precisely the two qualities you need when you’re the mother of teenagers. But even so they exhaust her patience.


‘What’s happened?’ asks Blanca, inviting her to unburden herself.


But Sol doesn’t surrender:


‘Nothing. The same as always. It’s so boring I’m sick of it myself.’


‘Tell me.’


‘No. It’s boring, and even more for you, you’re light years away from all this…’


Sol is right. The six-year age gap between the sisters is insignificant in some ways, but here there is a chasm of difference. Sol got married very young and at thirty-six has a whole family past behind her. Blanca, at thirty, is still very young. She has no responsibilities and the world revolves easily around her and Raimon. What’s more, her sister lost her husband very early on. She has been on a journey which has taken her further, infinitely further, than the six years that separate them.


Sol won’t waste her time thinking it would’ve been nice to be born on an island.


‘Have you ever been to Sicily?’ Blanca asks now, in a not very subtle attempt to change the subject.


‘Yes, years ago, with Jaume.’


Blanca bites her lip. She’s screwed up. Instead of changing the subject she’s buried her sister in gloom.


‘We had a really great time! That’s really set up my morning! Just thinking about that trip has really changed the way I feel!’


Blanca smiles. How come she doesn’t know her after so many years? She realises that, as always, she needs to take notes with her sister. Sol is a masterclass in how to get through life. She gives her a mental hug and goes back to Spadaro’s novel.




After a while I give up. I put the wallet back in the coat pocket. What was I looking for? I don’t know. Some sign of betrayal. Gradually my heart recovers its normal rhythm. I’m left drenched in sweat. Under the hot water of the shower – it almost scalds – I try again to think I am wrong. I search for a convincing argument. I want my head to show my heart it is mistaken but my heart is very stubborn. It’s a battle I’ve fought for months. A bloody battle that is destroying me. When did my life turn into this shit?


I think of the Bruna of a year ago, free of the suffocation, living without suspicion, and I am not able to remember how I was, how I felt. What can it have been like waiting calmly for him to come home, knowing he’d been at work at the hospital, greeting him with a trusting hug? I can’t recall those days when I listened without disbelief as he recounted his day. Just interested, not analysing the words like a detective searching for traces of lies…





Traces or tracks? Traces sounds much better, doesn’t it?




… traces of lies. Now I don’t live my own day. I live his. Right now he must be having breakfast with her, now maybe they’ve got away from the hospital, now they’re having lunch together, now he’s taking her home.


I used to have an interesting life, I tell myself again as I wash my hair more roughly than necessary. I used to throw myself into my work; teaching was fulfilling, and I got on extremely well with my colleagues. I loved spending time with my daughters, and with friends.


I scrub my hair even harder, even quicker, the shampoo threatening my eyes. When was it I stopped enjoying going to work? When did I start to drift away from my friends? When exactly did I cease to be myself? As I try to work it out I am pulling hard on my hair, hard enough to hurt.


I need to see a psychiatrist, I think to myself for the umpteenth time. I think about it every day, two or three times. And I will in the end, but not with any confidence. The problem isn’t within me. Or is it? Does the problem really exist? What if I’m ruining my life for no sound reason? That would mean Massimo was right: I’d have turned into a neurotic who’ll end up destroying our marriage.


I get dressed quickly. I can hear the girls squabbling in their room next door. If I don’t get a move on all three of us will be late. I gently open the bedroom door a chink. I can hear Massimo’s measured breathing, seemingly calm. He’s fallen asleep already. He must be so tired. I feel guilty about thinking horrible things of him. Isn’t he the man I love? I can’t envisage him doing anything bad to me…


‘Flavia, Giulia! Come on, we’re going to be late!’


They look at me all sleepily. They’re still little. They still don’t know anything. They still feel protected at home and at school. They don’t know their world could crumble in an instant. I take them by the hand and leave the house, forcing myself to rinse away negative thoughts, the same as I’d done with the shampoo which had been about to get in my eyes.





‘Hello, is that the Dictionary Shop?’


Hearing Raimon’s voice was like a cuddle. She liked the tone, halfway between affectionate and sarcastic, that he often adopted to get her going over her obsession with dictionaries. ‘They’ll be evicting us from the house soon,’ he’d say.


‘How’s it going?’


‘Oh fine, nothing much. We’re on a break and I was thinking about you. I wanted to say hello.’


‘Hello.’


‘Hello.’


Blanca feels a warming between her thighs. Raimon’s last hello has undressed her. He darkened his voice and enounced the two syllables slowly. She knows for sure he’s thinking about last night, although she doesn’t say so.


‘What time does the rehearsal finish?’ she asks, almost giggling. 


‘At two. Can I come back for lunch?’


‘I’ve got nothing ready… but yes.’


‘As long as you’re ready that’s plenty.’


She says a soft goodbye and hangs up, a smile on her lips. Life really is much more pleasant when there’s love. She thinks about Sol. Thinks about her mother. Thinks about Bruna. She feels fortunate, almost privileged. What must it be like to be widowed? What must it be like to be betrayed? Hmm. She doesn’t want to think about it. Neither of the two. Both things seem equally impossible. But they’re not, obviously. She reckons it’s best not to think about it.


She remembers what her friend Anna had told her when she was so happy Raimon had got a place in the orchestra: ‘Yes I know you’re happy… but don’t you worry that he’s going to be away travelling a lot?’ She’d been so away in the clouds she’d thought Anna was talking about his having an accident. ‘No, no,’ Anna said, ‘I’m talking about him having to stay away overnight… you know what I’m talking about.’ Still she went on: ‘I’m not afraid of sleeping on my own.’ Finally, Anna said: ‘Oh, dear, are you so dim? Aren’t there any women in the orchestra?’


Blanca had blushed, embarrassed by her naïvety. Yes, there were women in the orchestra, but she’d never imagined Raimon’s travelling might cause an extramarital adventure. She allowed Anna to win the day and heard her friend say: ‘May the Lord protect you, my child!’


She’d never thought about it again, and was quite happy with it. The position in the orchestra was cause for pure celebration, with no buts. It was what Raimon had wanted for a long time, and when she went to the concert hall and saw him all dressed up in his dark outfit, playing his violin with his eyes closed and the sense of concentration, she was very proud of him. At the end of the day, Anna is very different from her. For a start, she’s never been in love with her husband, and she herself recognises this fact. She’d married him kind of out of habit, because they’d been going out for ages, and in all that time she hadn’t come across anything better. She loved him, but like a good friend. She didn’t desire him, didn’t miss him when they were apart, didn’t especially admire him either. And most certainly the possibility of cheating on him entered into her calculations. She’d never ruled out the thought of playing away from home if she felt like it one day. ‘Your marriage is a different story,’ Anna used to tell her. Luckily, Blanca thought.


She definitely had been in love with Raimon when they got married. She still was. Sharing everything with him seemed the most natural thing in the world. They argued, of course, sometimes violently, but there weren’t any shadows hanging over their relationship.


Sometimes Anna complained her husband wanted sex too much: ‘It’s a real drag; if we don’t do it every couple of days I get grief. And I hardly ever feel like it…’ Blanca restricted herself to smiling understandingly, pretending she shared her friend’s revulsion. But she did want to make love very frequently. As often as Raimon did. ‘On Saturdays, from the moment I wake up I get myself used to the idea, because I know there’s no way I can get away from it,’ Anna said. So the last time her friend said she wouldn’t mind having a fling, she, Blanca, heard herself saying: ‘Yes, right, go and have one, go on. It’ll do you good.’


And that’s what happened. Anna says she wasn’t on the lookout, but the fact is she did find it. ‘No, really, all in all very innocent, a few gropes in the lift, that’s all.’ The thing is, the way she told the story, there seemed nothing sordid about it, just a bit of fun. Raimon had scolded: ‘If anybody else but Anna told you the same story you’d be much more critical about it.’


Blanca then thought that when Forget the Pain came out in the Catalan translation she’d present a copy to Anna. So she could see how the cookie crumbles when you know you’re being deceived.




I’m trying to remember what it was like the first time he told me about her. It must have been the spring of last year, when the last group of interns arrived at the hospital.


As much as I go over it again and again I can’t remember. I want to know if he’d told me about these young men and women, if he’d said any were outstanding, if he’d made some throwaway comment about the appearance of the girls. Massimo has always made jokes like that when he sees good-looking women.


I’m preparing the vegetables for dinner and I ask myself time and again; when was the first time he said her name? How come when I first heard him utter it the alarm bells didn’t go off inside me? He’ll have said ‘I was helped by an intern called Isabella,’ and I’ll have gone on eating or watching the television or playing with the girls, as if nothing had happened. I keep searching on and on through each page of the calendar, and nothing.


What I can establish, on the other hand, is when the suspicion started. I remember because the first time I verbalised it, still jokingly, we were celebrating Flavia’s birthday, on the third of September.


My parents and Massimo’s were there as well as  some of our brothers and sisters. Our little girl was waiting patiently for her father to finish some anecdote from the hospital to blow out the candles on her cake. But he kept on and on, seeing that everyone was laughing their socks off. I could see the wax on the little candles was about to drop off into the icing, and I looked at him purposefully but he just went on and on: ‘… and then Isabella told the patient to hold his breath while I put the stethoscope on him and the poor man started going redder and redder until Isabella realised and said in all seriousness that he could breathe again if he had to. IF HE HAD TO!’


Flavia was looking at me imploringly, and I interrupted Massimo in a tone which was meant to sound light-hearted: ‘That’s enough, Massimo, you’re always talking about this Isabella… Maybe I’m going to have to start getting jealous.’ It wasn’t until late in the evening, in bed, that he mentioned her name again: ‘Why don’t you ever buy nut bread? Isabella brought some in the other day for breakfast and it was really good… I hadn’t had any for ages… She says she gets it at the baker’s on Via Bagnoli.’


The remark couldn’t have been more inoffensive. But I replied, ‘See how you talk a lot about this girl?’


Massimo looked at me, as if he were about to laugh. ‘Are you jealous? You’re jealous!’ This amused him because until then he’d always been the one to get jealous. He started tickling me and planting kisses on me and we both laughed. Then he started kissing me and undoing my pyjama top and, I still don’t know why, but precisely then I said: ‘You mean you don’t fancy her?’


The question just came out without a thought. Massimo pulled back and looked at me, his smile still on his lips: ‘No, of course not. She’s nice, we get on, but that’s all.’


I don’t remember for sure, but I think we went to sleep that night without making love.





Blanca stopped for a moment to stretch her arms and straighten out her back. Does Raimon talk often about another member of the orchestra? In fact he says little about his colleagues. All he talks about is music. About chords, tempos and symphonies. Who does he have lunch with when he can’t get home? He almost never says. Or maybe she never asks. He could quite easily have lunch on his own. He’s so withdrawn, Raimon. She, Blanca, often arranges to have lunch with someone. It’s the only way to keep relationships healthy: with her sister, her mother, Anna, her nieces…. Her mother used to tell her off sometimes when she called to arrange lunch. ‘Why don’t you have lunch with Raimon? Have you asked him?’ Her mother thought the husband should come before everything. She reminded her that that’s how it had been at home growing up: ‘For me, as you’ll remember, you’re father came first of all.’ And she, Blanca, would always keep quiet, feeling for her mother and her solitary shut-away widowhood, so different from Sol’s.


Her mother a widow, her sister… a widow. No brothers. If it weren’t for Raimon, Blanca’s close world would be entirely feminine. Raimon provides the counterweight: long silences in the middle of so much conversation, austerity in expressing feelings instead of a festival of hugging and kissing, psychological stability in the face of the switchback ride of female emotions. 




After I’d asked if he liked Isabella, I went weeks without thinking about it again. Something inside me had been alerted, but I was still able to think about other things, and this kind of alarm mechanism was only activated by Massimo. And he did it often: he mentioned her by name continually, and recognised openly that they got on really well; he admired her professionally, he always thought her opinion was the right one, she made him laugh.


At that stage I thought that this absence of malice he was exhibiting, talking so openly, was the definitive proof there was nothing to be hidden. At the same time I knew I was becoming an observer, involuntary, but aware of the classic process of falling in love. My husband was falling in love with another woman and I could see him taking one step after another then yet one more.


It must have been then that my self divided into two Brunas: one Bruna in love with Massimo, blindly trusting in him, dismissing suspicion and keeping faith in a relationship I felt was solid and stable, and the Bruna in love with Massimo who sensed, with a shocking certainty, that her love was crumbling and Massimo would escape through the cracks and there was nothing she could do about it, a Bruna going a bit crazier every day. The two Brunas confronted each other, fought and sometimes insulted each other (How can you be so naïve? How can you be so distrustful? Massimo is NOT like the rest of them! Massimo IS like every other man!). Often the sage Bruna would win: Isabella was a friendly, smart girl and Massimo thought she was an excellent work colleague, and certainly she got his hormones up with her flirting. There isn’t anything wrong in that. 


That was the very expression Massimo kept repeating over those months, as I was starting to complain, question, suspect. ‘I’m not doing anything wrong.’ Then there was a ticking off: ‘What’s the matter? Aren’t I allowed to have any friends?’ He said this because for years he’d been so dedicated to his medical training, and then his work at the hospital, that he didn’t actually have many, friends that is. I’d always been careful to maintain relationships and often went out to dinner with people from work, the mothers from school, old friends…. Could that be it? Could it be that from there on I wouldn’t be the only important person in Massimo’s life, his single pillar of affection?


He kept saying ‘I’m not doing anything wrong’, his fortress-phrase where he probably hid himself from what he was doing. Gradually, very gradually, I was withering. Massimo lived by my side but didn’t see me, like a faded rose in some forgotten pot in the corner, where no one remembered to water it, or even throw it out with the rubbish.


Slowly I ceased to live the relatively happy life I had been building over the last few years. I lost my sense of humour, patience and energy. The only feeling I was sure of was that I was in the way.


Sometimes, when he was on call several times in a row, I missed him. I missed the Massimo I loved, the one who surely no longer existed. Around then I’d leave a piece of paper for him, next to the coffee machine, with a note: ‘I miss you. What about having lunch together today? Can you find a moment to get away?’


It’s true that most times this happened Massimo did have lunch with me. And he’d tell me off for not being happy enough. ‘Isn’t this what you wanted?’


No, it wasn’t what I wanted. To begin with, I wanted him to be the one who made the suggestion, for him to miss me too, and say so. In any event I’d have liked him to accept my proposal happily and not with resignation: ‘I’ve got lots of work to do and a meeting first thing in the afternoon, but I’ll try and find space,’ in that desultory tone as if he was doing it because he had to.


Another change I couldn’t avoid and which ate away at my state of mind was that I stopped feeling at ease around town. Taormina, where I was born, the town I love, ceased to welcome me. Strolling through its streets became a torment rather than a pleasure. It caused me great anguish and took me a little while to work out why. It was one day as I was looking in the shop windows on Corso Umberto. I realised that before I stopped to look I glanced inside the shop, and went straight past the cafés without looking in the windows. All of a sudden I stopped and put my hand to my chest. My heart was going so fast it frightened me. I realised what the thought was that caused me all these physical reactions: I’m afraid, I thought. And of what? The answer presented itself all on its own: running into them.


By this point my life was filled with suspicion but still nothing was certain. Massimo and a couple of my friends I’d mentioned things to made me out to be hysterical and neurotic. Deep down I hoped they all were right. But deeper still, I knew I wasn’t wrong, and that one day I might see them in the street, or sitting in a café, or driving around in our car. And this image terrified me. I stopped walking through Taormina. I went from home to school and from school to home. I didn’t feel at liberty to do anything, was scared, insecure, and didn’t know who I was.





That evening Blanca welcomed Raimon home with a lavish dinner, smoked salmon and white wine chilling in the fridge. He knew there didn’t need to be any celebration required for a dinner like this. His wife did it from time to time, for no particular reason. She also gave him presents when it wasn’t necessary, or she’d surprise him on the most unexpected evening in a special set of lingerie.


That night, however, there was a reason, although Blanca didn’t realise. She’d prepared this dinner out of a need, not yet fully defined, to create an intimate atmosphere. She wasn’t aware of it, but deep down all the preparations were directed towards facilitating the right ambience in which to pose a question: have you ever been unfaithful to me?


Raimon spluttered on his wine. They were talking about how they’d met. The conversation, started by Blanca, had flowed smoothly as far as remembering old relationships. When she brought up the name of someone at university she’d had a fleeting adventure with, Raimon’s face suddenly changed.


‘But Raimon… that was ten years ago and I wasn’t going out with you then!’


‘I’m not jealous, but you know that idiot has always really irritated me. He’s a waste of space and I can’t understand how you got involved with him.’


Blanca knew she was treading on dangerous ground. A few times before this conversation had ended up badly, but she took the risk.


‘You had something going with that girl who lived in your parents’ block when I met you…. Don’t say you didn’t…’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


Raimon looked at her, uneasily, and she found him irresistible with that expression.


She went to him and sat on his lap, straddling him, and put her hands round his neck. As she stroked him, she looked him in the eyes and put the question:


‘Have you ever been unfaithful to me?’ She noticed Raimon’s almost imperceptible pout. Then a broad smile opened up and looking at her straight he said to her, ‘Of course not, you know that.’


It was a comforting evening. They made love enthusiastic ally, amid laughter. But when Raimon went to sleep eventually, clasping her from behind, Blanca took some time to fall into slumber. She was sure she’d seen that ever so slight movement when she’d asked the question. She dreamt she woke Raimon suddenly, shone a bright light into his eyes and asked him the question over and over again. He always answered ‘Of course not, you know that’, but each time there was an involuntary movement of a muscle somewhere in his body. She didn’t rest at all.




My mother started to notice something was happening to me. She looked at me inquisitorially, called me at odd times and asked me questions out of the blue. I did the best I could to pretend nothing was going on, but with little hope of success, because if there’s any absolute truth in our relationship it’s that my mother can see straight through me. She can work out what’s going on with me as easily as she can do a child’s jigsaw puzzle. She just has to look at the pieces for a moment and in a blink of an eye move them from one place to another and they all fit together. 


Today she’s come to meet me after school as a surprise. I come out with the girls and see her sitting on a bench in the square, fidgeting and looking around at nothing in particular. When she sees me she attempts a nonchalant smile.


‘I’m inviting you to tea.’


Her news is greeted with squeals from the girls, who hug her so tightly they almost knock her off balance.


‘Do you mind me coming without saying?’


I mind that she always thinks I mind.


‘Why should I mind? It’s a lovely surprise…. But is there any special reason you’ve come?’


‘You see, Bruna? You’re so…. Aren’t I allowed to want to have tea with my daughter and grandchildren?’


‘Of course you are Mum, of course you are….’


When Flavia and Giulia had finished their hot chocolate they went out to play on the swings and my mother and I were left alone in the cafeteria with a cappucino in front of each of us and an uncomfortable silence over the table.


‘Are you going to tell me what’s up, Bruna?’


My mother’s voice sounds affectionate for the moment.


‘Nothing at all, don’t worry. I’m getting my period and I’m tired.’


‘You’re always getting your period when I ask you if anything’s wrong.’


‘I get it quite often, Mum. Once a month to be precise.’


‘If you’re going to get sarcastic we might as well give up.’


I finish my cappuccino and apologise. I suddenly feel an urgent need to get home, take off my clothes and shoes, maybe have a very hot shower and get into my pyjamas… 


‘Shall we go?’


‘There’s something I wanted to ask… I hope you don’t mind…’


‘Go on.’


‘Your marriage… is it all right?’


She knows me. She works me out. It makes me mad. I shut up.


‘I knew it! You’ve fallen in love with somebody else, haven’t you? I knew it! So silent, so withdrawn!’


Without looking up, I start smiling. I laugh freely and with a readiness I haven’t felt for days. My mother thinks I’ve got a lover! The idea makes me laugh, but at the bottom of it all there’s the same telling off as ever. She doesn’t trust me. She thinks it’ll all turn out bad and it’ll all be my fault. My eyes fill with tears.


She looks at me, distressed, and strokes my hand.


‘I’m sorry, Mum. Rest assured that there’s nothing wrong. I’m just tired, I promise.’


We go out onto the street arm in arm. I wish I could tell her the whole story. That Massimo has fallen in love with someone else, or at least that’s what I suspect. That I’ve been living in torment for months, my life is getting darker, dirtier, more unbearable by the day. I wish I could unburden myself, and that my mother could just hug me, console me, protect me. But that’s never happened and won’t happen now. My mother challenges me, judges me, cross-examines me. She doesn’t rest until she’s found the best in me. Her demand is unlimited, prodding, exhausting.





It’s twelve noon. The sun floods into Blanca’s study. She looks at the photograph she has pinned up on the corkboard in front of her. Her mother and her hugging each other, looking into the lens with an almost identical smile. They look so much alike. The same mouth. Would she talk to her, she to her mother, if she thought she’d fallen for another man, or if she believed Raimon was being unfaithful?


They’ve always had an excellent relationship. She’s always thought she could tell her everything, but up till now obviously there’s never been anything to be secretive about in her life. When she started going out with Raimon, she kept her up to date with the whole story without a second thought. She did it naturally, as she always had, and she’d never spent five minutes valuing this good relationship in her life. She took it as a given. Her mother understood her, consoled her, and listened to her whenever it was necessary. She never demanded explanations, never demanded anything. It was as if her mother had taken her role to be a passive one, simply that of a receiver. Maybe now she thinks about it, possibly a bit too much. Maybe she occasionally would have liked her mother to have given her a grilling, made her reconsider a decision carefully, or argued over something. All the same… she feels compassion for Bruna.


Everybody needs consoling. ‘Consol’: she’s got it twice! Her mother’s name is Consol and her sister too, Consol, Sol.


It’s true that sometimes she gets treated as if she were still a child. It’s the younger sister syndrome, and whatever age you are you’re the one who needs protecting. At home it was all reinforced when her father died. Her mother and Sol enveloped the adolescent and vulnerable Blanca, and since then it’s been difficult to correct the clichés. She isn’t an adolescent any more, and is sure she’s less vulnerable, but they still protect her, and sometimes she thinks this protection acts as a brake, making her fearful. 


She also acknowledges that such a tight bond of trust with her mother and sister, which normally is so comforting, can sometimes – just sometimes – feel a little smothering. Occasionally she feels she’s too transparent, and that her mother and sister know everything about her, so nothing is purely hers. As if she longs for a secret she’s never had. Raimon does keep some feelings hidden. Nothing major, for sure, but there is a corner somewhere in him where nobody goes. Not even Blanca. Far from troubling her, she’s always found this attractive: as they say, opposite poles attract. She’s an open book and he’s mysterious.


Raimon is a man of long silences and Blanca is always talking. He’s shy and reserved, she’s outgoing and communicative.


All of a sudden she now remembers – she’d never given it a second thought – the moment when she told her sister she was falling in love with Raimon. Sol hadn’t yet met him and asked what he was like. Blanca said: ‘He’s got a very gentle look about him, but one which hides mystery. He keeps quiet, and I like the contrast, because I sometimes talk too much’.


Sol then said to her: ‘Don’t let yourself be dazzled by mystery. Sometimes when people are quiet it’s because they have nothing to say.’


Just imagine, remembering that sentence now, which Sol said when she hadn’t even met him…. What does she think now, Sol, about Raimon? They have a cordial relationship, affectionate Blanca would say, but… she’ll ask her.


Secretly, Blanca has always thought her sister has turned her lost husband into a mythical figure and since then hasn’t found any man to be near his equal. That’s why she’s never found another stable relationship since Jaume died. In fact Sol recognises this: ‘It’s very difficult to find the person you can, and want to, share your life with. I found that person once, and it’s unlikely I’ll have the same luck again.’


When her sister uses the word ‘luck’ she doesn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The man she loved, the father of her children, left home one bright December morning to climb to the top of a mountain. He was taken by surprise by a sudden snowstorm and when they found him the next day he was already dead. He was twenty-nine years old.


A very strong wind has got up, and the branches of the neighbours’ almond tree, full to bursting of white, are dancing. ‘It’s come out too early,’ thinks Blanca. She’s afraid the blossom will all be blown away. There have been some very good days and the almond has been hard at work, but we’re only getting into February. Sometimes life gets ahead of itself.
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