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A Confession by the Author


“The uncertain glory of an April day …” Every devotee of Shakespeare knows these words – and if I had to sum up my novel in a single line, I wouldn’t use any other.


A moment comes in life when you feel that you are waking from a dream. Our youth is behind us. Of course, it could never last for all eternity, but what does “to be young” mean, in fact? “Ma jeunesse ne fut qu’un ténébreux orage,” writes Baudelaire; perhaps youth has never been anything but a gloomy storm streaked by lightning flashes of glory, of uncertain glory, on an April day.


A dark desire drives us on in those difficult, tortured years: we seek out, whether consciously or not, a glory that we can never define. We seek it out in many things, but particularly in love – and in war, if war crosses our path. That was how it was with my generation.


The thirst for glory, at certain moments in life, becomes painfully acute, all the more when the glory thirsted for is uncertain – I mean enigmatic. My novel attempts to capture, in some of its characters, a few of those moments. To what end? Others will be the judge of that.


But I know that he who has much loved will be much forgiven. In other times, there was greater fervour for St Dismas and St Mary Magdalene: there wasn’t so much pedantry around and people didn’t try to hide the passionate intensity we all carry within us under theses, messages and abstract theories.


We are sinners thirsting after glory. Because Thy Glory is our end.


JOAN SALES
Barcelona, December 1956













Truth against the red lie and the black


Juan Goytisolo


At the end of 1956, when I finally managed to fulfil my dream and leave the suffocating political, literary and moral atmosphere in Franco’s Spain to find refuge in the freedom of Paris, my individual act of rupture soon took a more ambitious, less selfish turn.


By this I mean that my exile followed in the wake of the great poet Josep Palau i Fabre’s, whose desire I shared to combat the castrating effects of Francoist censorship by trying to publish – as I was to continue to do through Ruedo Ibérico – books that the censors had banned.


Thanks to my companion Monique Lange, I assumed the responsibilities of Spanish reader at Gallimard, a task I carried out for more than ten years. This allowed me to give visibility in France to several writers in the Spanish language who, having been often forced to suffer the preventive surgery practised by the guardians of public morality in their own country, were finally allowed to publish their novels without suffering scissor cuts and amputation. Unsurprisingly, this earned me the hostility of Franco’s regime, as well as a campaign of slander – of which I am duly proud – that lasted until the dictator died.


Reading the manuscript of Incerta Glòria that Joan Sales sent me was one of my most gratifying moments as a publisher’s reader. Despite my as-yet-imperfect grasp of Catalan, I immediately realised it was a great novel, both because of the meticulous and complex way in which it was written and because of its original approach to its subject, the Spanish Civil War of 1936–9.


Written by an eyewitness from the camp of the defeated, it contained no political message and yielded no ground to glib partisan flag-waving. In its pages I found the same grief in the face of irremediable destruction that I had found in Luis Cernuda’s book of poems The Clouds, a grief that avoided the rampant propaganda displayed by both camps – in the mediocre, downright wretched novels and poetry by the poetasters of the Falange, and in the worthier efforts penned by republican and communist authors.


The duty of bearing witness to “the truth against the red lie and the black” – about which he subsequently writes in El vent de la nit (The Wind in the Night), a part added by the author as a sequel to the novel – gives Joan Sales the ethical rigour of someone who does not root his thinking in certainties but rather in lives exposed to the world’s absurdity, its procession of blood, death and injustice.


The heroes of Uncertain Glory – volunteers and others fighting on the Aragon front – experience a situation that goes beyond them, making them pawns in a game they cannot control. Their suffering, doubts, heroic deeds and sacrifices embody “the uncertain glory of an April day” which gives the novel its title. Unlike the authors of most war novels, Joan Sales falls neither into the limiting trap of the melodramatic eyewitness account nor into lyrical rhapsodising. That is why the power of Uncertain Glory survives the test of time and why, when reading it today, one experiences the intensity that impelled it during the time of its writing.


The incomplete text I received contained paragraphs and passages that had not appeared in the Catalan edition at the time. Bernard Lesfargues translated them scrupulously into French and the novel received excellent reviews. My tiny struggle against Francoist censorship was thus happily rewarded, as it was again years later when Gallimard published In Diamond Square by Mercè Rodoreda. Both these authors are, in my opinion, the most striking writers of that sombre period of Catalan culture which ran from the end of the civil war to the death of Francoism. The present renaissance of narrative in the language forged by Ramon Llull would have been impossible without them.


JUAN GOYTISOLO
Marrakesh, June 2006




Publisher’s note: The 1962 edition, to which Juan Goytisolo refers, is a much earlier translation than the considerably longer, definitive version published here. It carried the following dedication:





To Juan Goytisolo, who was a child.










Translator’s Note


Joan Sales drew closely on his own experience of fighting in the Spanish Civil War when he began writing Uncertain Glory in 1948 in Barcelona, after nine years of exile in Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Mexico. The novel was first published in 1956 with the nihil obstat of the Archbishop of Barcelona. This was after Franco’s censors had imposed a total ban on publication because it “expresses heretical ideas often in disgusting, obscene language”. Sales continued to develop the novel and the definitive text – a much longer, more complex novel – became the fourth edition that appeared in 1971.


Joan Sales was a supporter of the Catalan Republican Generalitat and at the beginning of the war trained in its School for Officers; he was then sent to the fronts in Madrid and Aragon. In Madrid he was posted to the anarchist Durruti Column that had just killed all its officers for attempting to turn it into a regular army unit. Sales survived and continued with the Column in Xàtiva, and in Barcelona during the May events of 1937 which pitted anarchists against communists. His second posting was to the 30th Division, formerly the Macià-Companys Column, which was fully militarised and Catalan. It is life in this division that is reflected in the novel.


After the collapse of the Aragonese front in March 1938 Sales was arrested by the republican Servicio de Investigación Militar, the S.I.M. Nùria Folch i Pi, his wife, described the S.I.M. as “the local version of the G.P.U.”. He was arrested for not naming two brothers who had not presented themselves to the army when called up. He awaited trial in the dungeons of Montjuïc and experienced at first hand prison life, the hunger and demoralisation in the city and the corruption of those in government: “And even so we must make a desperate effort to win this war; it’s horrific to think how Catalonia will be treated if we leave,” he wrote on 15 October, 1938. After being cleared, he was sent to an ex-communist column that put up final resistance to the fascists in the Balaguer bridgehead, and then to the army rearguard protecting the retreat of the defeated troops and the exodus of civilians. He would be one of the last to cross the frontier to France at the age of twenty-seven.


Anarchists had been at the forefront of the social revolution in Aragon and Catalonia, sparked off by the military uprising of 18 July, 1936 against the democratically elected government of the Second Republic. Factories were put under workers’ control, peasants collectivised the land and popular militia were set up. At the same time, churches were burned, and priests, bankers and factory owners killed. As the war proceeded and Franco’s crusade against “the liberal-Jewish-bolshevik-atheist-masonic conspiracy” received more support from Mussolini and Hitler, the republic turned to the Soviet Union and Stalin for help. This led to the growth of the Spanish Communist Party, the incorporation of the popular militia into a more formal institutional army, the arrival of the International Brigades and fierce conflict on the republican side between on the one hand anarchists and anti-Stalinists and on the other the supporters of the Communist Party. English readers are used to seeing these struggles through the eyes of Orwell or Hemingway. Joan Sales has created a distinctive tragicomic vision of life in the civil war in Aragon and Barcelona. His novel reminds us that many Catholics fought for the republic against Franco and for Catalan self-government, and that very little was as certain as the certainties of the ideologues.


Spanish anarchism was a mass movement that had its origins in the political and social struggles in the country from the time of the September Revolution of 1868. The struggles had climaxed in the Republican Federal Government of Pi i Margall in 1873. Bakunin’s emissary Giuseppe Farinelli had arrived in Spain in 1868 and Bakunin’s ideas soon found a following among landless workers in Andalusia as well as among workers in the textile factories of Catalonia. Anarchist philosophy was interpreted in various ways. It served as a set of ideas that led to the formation of trade unions such as the Confederación Nacional de Trabajo, which functioned to improve working conditions, shorten working hours and improve wages. There were also anarchists who were more interested in developing enlightened, rational, secular forms of education that might encompass vegetarianism, Esperanto and pacifism. The best known of these is Francesc Ferrer, founder of the Modern School to educate children in lay social ideas; he was arrested during the Setmana Tràgica and executed in Montjuïc on 13 October, 1909. Finally, there were direct-action anarchists like Santiago Salvador who threw a bomb into the stalls in the Liceu, the Barcelona opera house, killing twenty-three people in 1893.


In their early twenties when war breaks out, the novel’s protagonists are all attracted at some stage to anarchism. Lluís, Soleràs and Trini are involved, long before 1936, in student protest circles which heatedly debated varieties of anarchism, Marxism and Freudianism in a tone anticipating the polemics of 1968. Trini’s parents are utopian anarchist teachers. Her father is a pacifist opposed to anarchist involvement in the fighting. Like Sales, Lluís is first posted to take charge of anarchist militiamen; he then finds himself in a militarised battalion in a village on the Aragonese front that has been collectivised by anarchists. The villagers are frightened the new battalion may be like the anarchists; the battalion is frightened the anarchists might still be around. When showing Aragon and Barcelona, Sales re-creates the atmosphere of chaos, confusion and complexity in which people developed ways of life to cope with the devastations of war. Lluís and Soleràs are infatuated with the lady of the castle in Aragon whose husband was a fascist martyr; Trini turns to the Church and attends clandestine communions in city attics. Soldiers banter, play practical jokes and get drunk. The more intellectual protagonists engage in conversations full of savage humour about sex, God, death and war. All interact and coexist as best they can in the daily struggle to survive, whether scouring no-man’s-land in Aragon for bottles of brandy or struggling from the Barceloneta with a sack of maggoty marrowfat peas.


Sales is a key writer in the development of Catalan as a modern literary language. His poetry and his letters to the poet Màrius Torres are unique parallel accounts of his experience of war and exile. He founded a publishing house, Club dels Novel·listes, later Club Editor, and published such writers as Rodoreda and Villalonga. He translated Dostoyevsky, Kazantzakis and Mauriac into Catalan. He was always sensitive to varieties of language as an expression of individuality and opposed to academic purists. I have tried to reflect this in the translation by using a variety of English that is non-standard as well as non-specific for the Aragonese villagers – who speak non-standard Spanish. I have also maintained the Spanish and Catalan forms when both are used in conversations that in the original are bilingual – hence, “Lluís” (Catalan) and “Luis” as well as the diminutive “Luisico” (Spanish); and “carlà”, “carlan” and “carlana” for the lord and lady of the castle. Some of the women in the village are bilingual because they have worked in service in Barcelona.


I would like to thank Joan Sales’ grand-daughter, Maria Bohigas, for her constant encouragement and her mother, Nùria Sales, for providing valuable clarification of certain references and pointing out distant resonances.


PETER BUSH
Barcelona, June 2014









Above all, one must adopt a doctor’s precaution and never check a pulse before one is sure it is the patient’s pulse and not one’s own …


VIRGILIUS HAUFNIENSIS (Copenhagen 1844)













PART ONE


“What do you see?”


“I see,” said Andrenio, “the same internecine wars two hundred years hence …”


GRACIÁN, El Criticón













I


Cito volat, aeterne pungit


CASTEL DE OLIVO, 19 JUNE


I am in excellent health, but as full of grumbles as a sickly child.


I can’t tell you how much I have suffered serving in a division I loathed. I negotiate a different posting, arrive with high hopes … and everything collapses on me yet again.


I thought I would find Juli Soleràs here. They told me he was in the field hospital, either wounded or ill; but it turns out he’s been discharged. And I’ve not seen a single familiar face among the thousands the phantasmagoria of war has paraded before my eyes from the day it broke out.


The lieutenant colonel commanding the First Brigade questioned me closely about why I’d taken so long: not surprising, given the time that had elapsed between the issue of my new posting and the day I joined them. He seemed happy with my straightforward explanation: an extremely sore throat. All the same, his touchy welcome needled me. Had I been hoping for greetings with open arms? We know nothing about other people, and couldn’t care less; on the other hand, we expect them to know all there is to know about us. Our need to be understood is on a level with our reluctance to understand others.


Because – and I’ve no reason to conceal this from you – the people I now see around me leave me completely cold. If only I found them unpleasant!


Frankly, the lieutenant colonel had reason to be suspicious. A lieutenant who seeks a transfer from a unit on active service to another that’s being reorganised and will remain weeks, if not months, far from the front line, could trigger barbed comments. People in these regular units cannot imagine the hellishness of brigades made up of gangs of escapees from prisons or lunatic asylums, led by raving visionaries. You need to live with them eleven months, as I just have.


I think of mules covered in festering sores, the telltale marks left by harnesses rubbing against their hide: the bitter resignation of gypsy mules that rivals the sky’s when it confronts twilight. Day after day they drag their wandering tribe along endless trails, and never any hope of justice. Who will do justice by a gypsy mule? Posterity?


Life wears us down, as the harness wears down the mule’s hide. To my horror I sometimes feel that these sores life inflicts on us will last as long as life itself – if not longer. My eleven months in hell …


It looks as if I’ll be posted to the 4th Battalion, which they haven’t even started organising. In the meantime I will continue to be bored out of my mind in this backwater. I have so much to tell you! I find writing these letters soothing, even though they will never reach you. You can’t deny it: our family disgusts you as much as it does me, and you entered the Order of St John of God for the very reason I joined the ranks of the anarchists. Our uncle wasn’t far wrong about that.


20 JUNE


When I got up, life seemed worth living again. Only because I have a little corner of this earth all to myself … They’ve billeted me in a farmhouse attic with a suntrap that looks out on land the glittering River Parral divides down the middle. The attic’s under a tiled roof, and when I’m lying in bed I can see twisted reddish beams – of pine or juniper – and the reed roofing; you can see the tiles through the reed roofing. The floor isn’t tiled, its timber gives when you walk over it. The walls bear traces of the many officers who’ve lodged here before me in the course of this year of war. I read “The village lasses are very pretty” written in pencil on the bedhead. A profound thought; I still haven’t had time to check if it is as true as it is profound. All of the other scrawls dwell on the female element in the village, but few possess that lapidary quality. Some are illustrated by drawings so schematic that they look like maps of army manoeuvres.


In the end, it hardly matters. Every morning the June sun shines through the suntrap at the back of my bedroom and transfigures everything, bringing with it smells from the garden, of mown hay, fresh dung, and others I can’t pin down. My attic space has a smell of its own; in better times it was a home to rabbits. Their stench lingers, but I don’t dislike it; on the contrary, it keeps me company.


21 JUNE


I went to Parral del Río. They said I’d find Juli Soleràs there.


It’s a small village devastated by the war where nobody lives anymore. The trenches and concrete machine-gun nests his company is manning are just outside. But he wasn’t there and a lieutenant received me – the acting company captain. He’s well into his forties, walks in ungainly hunting boots worthy of Tartarin de Tarascon, and never puts his S-shaped pipe down. His beady black eyes scrutinise you shiftily from beneath what you might call Mongolian lids, boring through to the marrow of your bones, while their owner, the “hail fellow well met” kind, puffs away without a care in the world.


“Are you a friend of his?”


“We’ve known each other for years. We went to secondary school together and then to university.”


“I’m all for culture, that’s for sure.” He pronounces his S’s with a strange lisp. He must have false teeth. “I like men with a profession. That’s why I was happy to be appointed porter in the Science Faculty. I’d always been attracted to the sciences. You know, I’d just hit thirty-five, and that’s no age to be staying on in the Foreign Legion. It’s all very well for youngsters who want to get away from their mother’s tit. As for me, I still bear the marks – those African lasses always leave you a little present to remember them by … but I shouldn’t go on about myself, one should be more modest. Let’s just agree that Africa is a filthy hole: no hygiene and no culture! Believe me, much better to get that porter’s chair.”


I’m inventing none of this: he spoke of his “professorship” with great aplomb and didn’t bat an eyelid. The word sounded wonderfully soft through his false teeth, as if uttered through the beak of some waterfowl – if one such were able to articulate the word. Apparently, once he’d taken up his porter’s chair he thought it would be opportune to “pay a pastoral visit” – his words – to all the villages and hamlets in the Vall d’Aran and seek out his first love – the reason why he hung up his habit, because, naturally, this exemplary life had begun in a seminary. Some seven years back, he’d taken his first strides thus along the road to culture and holy matrimony.


But I’d come to Parral del Río to find out about Soleràs, not to hear about the life and feats of Lieutenant Captain Picó.


“Soleràs? That’s a long story. I wouldn’t say he’s been demoted, but he’s such a strange character I can’t trust him with any officer duties. I put him in charge of the company’s accounts.”


“The accounts?”


“Come with me to our pool and I’ll tell you all about this mysterious business. The others will tell you eventually anyway. Everyone in the brigade is familiar with the story of The Horns of Roland.”


As we chatted, we walked down to the River Parral which flows between three or four rows of ancient poplars. Lieutenant Captain Picó, being a stickler for hygiene and culture, has had a small reservoir built using sacks of clay. The water’s dammed up and makes for quite a big swimming pool, at least two metres deep. “It is a hygiene installation,” he explained. Twenty or so soldiers were sunbathing nearby, stark naked. When we showed up they stood to attention four rows deep – an astonishing, not to say grotesque, scene. Picó solemnly called the roll; one soldier was missing and he wanted to know why: “Gone to the brigade health unit, to get a wash down” – this machine-gun company wasn’t assigned to a battalion and had to use the brigade’s doctor. “At ease!” This order from their leader caused a couple of dozen Adams without a fig leaf between them to dive into the pool.


“If one didn’t scare the living daylights out of them, most wouldn’t wash in their whole filthy lives. I can read them like a book. And you can take your clothes off, no need to be coy.” He was doing just that. “We don’t worry about loincloths here. On the contrary, forget your shameful parts, we’d be shamefaced if we had none. I want to put an end to lice and pornographic novels – ‘the two plagues of war’, as Napoleon once put it.”


We stretched out on the grass and sunbathed. He recounted what had transpired with Soleràs: “He was a highly cultured young man and that’s why I was so keen for him to be in my company, but he was a dirty little sod. I don’t remember him washing once in all the time he was here and there’s no point issuing threats because you never know how people will react. He was in charge of a nest a long way from the others, but he’s disorganised, he didn’t attach the small warning bells to the wire. One misty night the enemy cut it through with pruning shears and launched a surprise attack in the early hours. Soleràs’ soldiers panicked and fled, leaving him deserted. He may be short-sighted, but he shoots like an ace. He sat behind one of the machine guns and simply mowed down fascists. It was wonderful.”


“By himself?”


“He had an aide, and two men servicing the gun. The ones who’d scattered filtered back, everything returned to normal, and I started my dispatch by recommending his promotion to lieutenant. Now listen to this: there was a second attack, his soldiers defended well, and this time it was Soleràs who left them high and dry!”


“What do you mean?”


“They searched high and low and finally tracked him down hours later to a hideout in a cave where he was reading a pornographic book that he quickly stuffed in his pocket.”


“So how do you know it was pornographic?”


“By the saint, the saint on the cover … the book is packed with saints. Besides there’s not a soldier in this brigade who isn’t familiar with The Horns of Roland. Some of them know it by heart! You get the idea … We should have executed him, but who’d have had the heart? First promote him, then execute him! I ask you! He’s such a cultured young fellow …”


It’s an eight-kilometre walk downhill from Parral del Río to Castel de Olivo, a beautiful riverside stroll. I was ecstatic in that silence and solitude. A quarter of an hour from the threshing floors on the outskirts of the village I sat under a huge walnut tree, perhaps the biggest I’d ever seen, and began eating its tasty walnuts. They were so fresh they stained my fingers yellow and suffused them with a bitter tang which reminded me of a medicinal substance – but what pleasure to feel nature’s bitter medicine on one’s fingers and in one’s mouth.


Darkness was falling. An oriole sang, hidden in the walnut tree’s thick foliage. I caught glimpses of the bird, a lightning flash of yellow. A toad poked its head out of the water and warily rehearsed the single note in its flute; a feathery canopy of reeds swayed in the sea breeze and Venus on the horizon was like the glass tear that baroque Sorrowing Virgins wear studded in their cheeks. But if you were hoping to find a baroque Paradise Lost in Castel de Olivo, you’d be disappointed. The landscapes of Lower Aragon look sentimental enough, but they aren’t at all baroque; it’s my first visit here and they strike me as very original. Against received opinion, I say they are completely different to those in Castile, where I’ve spent the best part of the last eleven months! At first I felt bewildered here, until I realised these landscapes belong not to space but to time; they aren’t landscapes, they’re simply moments in time. You must look at them as if you were looking at a moment – like staring a fleeting moment in the face.


When you’ve discovered their secrets, you wouldn’t change them for any other in this world.


*


Soleràs is a very eccentric fellow. The story of the cave and The Horns of Roland didn’t surprise me at all. It was even a disappointment. I was expecting a much bigger shock.


When we were in our last year at secondary school, he already seemed quite adult. I suspect he also didn’t get on with his family; his lack of connection with them was one of the reasons why we fast became friends. What was his family, in the first place? A mystery! It amounted, possibly, to an old aunt; he always avoided the subject. As far as I remember, he never mentioned any other relative, man or woman. The old aunt was a spinster and saw visions: Saint Philomena appeared and spoke to her – in Spanish, naturally. I don’t know exactly where he lived, I reckon he was ashamed to say. Why? His aunt must have been rich, because she paid for him to go on a luxury holiday to celebrate the end of his secondary schooling: Germany, Russia, Hungary, and Bulgaria. He chose those countries – not England, France, and Italy! He wanted countries where nobody ever went: he was the same with books – Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Kirkegart – I don’t know if he’s spelt that way – authors I doubt anyone apart from him has ever had the patience to digest.


Anyway, why was he embarrassed about his aunt if he had a soft spot for way-out characters? He was the one who initiated me into the mysteries of spiritualism, theosophy, Freud, existentialism, surrealism, and anarchism; some of these things seemed new at the time. When we finished at secondary school, in 1928, Julio Soleràs was our fount of knowledge. He always told me that Marxism wasn’t worth the candle, that it was simply commonplace: “Scant imagination,” he would add, “never trust anyone who has no imagination: he will always bore you to tears.” On the other hand, he was fascinated by sexual perversion. He knew individuals who were prey to various manias, and each time he discovered a new mania he experienced the euphoria of a collector who’d come across an unknown species.


Besides, as his visionary aunt never refused him money, he could smoke and drink hard, which crowned him with glory in our eyes when we were sixteen. To give himself airs he even wanted to have us believe he went to houses of ill repute and injected shots of morphine, but that was obviously ridiculous.


He introduced me to Trini’s family: her schoolteaching parents, a brother studying chemistry, all anarchists. They lived in a dark and dismal flat on carrer de l’Hospital. The small reception room was papered a very depressing shade of ox blood. It had four Viennese rocking chairs and a small black table with a white marble top, and when more than four people came you had to sit on a sofa that doubled as Trini’s bed because the flat was so tiny. The framed prints on the wall were really striking, particularly an allegory of the Federal Republic, with a photo of Pi i Margall in a Phrygian cap between two busty matrons, “Helvetia” and “America” respectively. They came from the heyday of Trini’s grandfather, a lifelong federalist. I’d never been inside such a place before and I found these objects very novel and amusing. I think they amused Juli for the same reason.


TUESDAY, 22 JUNE


Talking about prints, I’m obsessed by one my landlady has on her diningroom wall. It’s an etching and I think it must be from the beginning of the last century, and represents a Sorrowing Virgin – in fact a baroque Sorrowing Virgin with a large tear on each cheek and seven daggers stuck into her heart.


“People like looking at that print,” my landlady remarked when serving me lunch. Although well into her forties, she is fair, plump and pink and was in service in Barcelona for many years; she speaks Catalan better than most of us. “’ave you never seen a Virgin Mary with these seven daggers? She’s the Virgin of Olivel and ’ighly venerated in the district. People put their faith in ’er to ’elp solve their marriage problems and family squabbles …”


She sighed as she looked at her askance.


“All us women around ’ere ’ave daggers stuck in our ’earts. This is no life. Poor Virgin of Olivel! They didn’t let ’er be. ’oo knows where she is now! I’d like to be out of ’ere too.”


“Don’t you like it here?”


“What can I say? There’s no place like Barcelona. I really miss the time when I was a maid, us youngsters getting together on a Sunday afternoon, the lively sing-songs we ’ad … don’t you remember the ones about Cat Fountain and Marieta Bright-eyes?”


She started off, I joined in the chorus and we both launched excitedly into




Walking about Cat Fountain and


a girl, a girl…





By the time we finished this silly song her eyes were all misty.


“But you’re a landowner here,” I interjected.


“Yes, of four little mudflats. Give me Barcelona any day. It’s filthy and miserable ’ereabouts. You’ll soon see. And I’m not the only one; all of us women who’ve been in service in Barcelona feel the same. The four of us. We even speak Catalan to each other. Would you believe that? Makes us feel we are reliving our youth.”


“I reckon you must be exaggerating.”


“You just wait until you’ve seen women ’aving to stand up to eat in these villages because only men are allowed to sit at the table, and a woman can’t drink wine in the presence of a man, not even ’er ’usband …”


“Is that really true?”


“You bet it is. Ask your colleagues ’oo’ve been ’ere for months. When they first came they made themselves look ridiculous waiting for the women to sit before they started their lunch! If you invite a woman to sit it implies she’s a …”


“Thanks for the tip-off. Every place has its can of worms.”


“That’s right, but the worst thing is the dirt. A woman who takes a bath gets a black mark, because in areas like this only whores wash. There was one, years ago, my age or perhaps a bit older, and she’d also been in service in Barcelona. She’d come up for the local fiestas to spend a few days with ’er parents. It was August, very ’ot, and she was covered in soot from the train when she arrived. She thought the clothes tub in the kitchen would be just the ticket. Didn’t know what she’d done! ’er mother walks in, catches ’er curled up in the tub, grabs a stick and bang-bang smashes the tub to smithereens. ’er father was ’aving an afternoon nap – ’e goes by the nickname Turdy – so you can imagine what ’e’s famed for. ’e ’ears the racket and leaves ’is bed. Know what ’e does? ’e curses ’is daughter and chucks ’er out of ’is ’ouse.”


“Crikey! The villagers must have thought he’d gone crazy.”


“The villagers? Guess ’ow they reacted: ‘Hey, that Turdy’s a real man, ’e don’t truck no nonsense …”


“And what became of this exemplary father?”


“’e volunteered … for the other side.”


“What about the girl?”


“’er story would take too long, and what would be the point? She went back to Barcelona straight off, to the ’ouse where she was in service; later … people spread lots of gossip, but she’s never been seen back in Castel de Olivo. She lives in another village: in Olivel de la Virgen, in fact,” and she pointed to the print of the Virgin. I felt she was keeping quiet about important facts relating to Turdy’s daughter, but at the end of the day was I really so interested in this tale of primitive custom?


The woman is probably partly right in what she says. I’ve witnessed a shocking spectacle: local girls sweating bare-breasted while reaping a field of barley under a blistering sun. I thought it must be down to the war, the lack of men, but far from it: there’s been no levy yet, and very few youngsters are at the front, only men like Turdy who volunteered for the enemy side. It’s worth noting that they don’t call us republicans here but Catalans – “los catalanes”; so their feelings aren’t shaped either way by what they think of Barcelona – if they have any coherent thoughts about Barcelona at all – but by whatever feelings Catalonia inspires. All this shocks the men who’ve just arrived, but it’s true enough. As I was saying, the women reap because they always have; my landlady also told me that they thresh, harvest and collect manure. And these young lasses would be good-looking if toiling for hours under a boiling sun didn’t shrivel them before time, let alone the filth … They are old by the time they reach twenty. Lots are fair and blue-eyed; around here there’s an abundance of what they call the Nordic race.


Soleràs has also vanished from sight, like Turdy’s daughter. And to think that I got myself assigned to this brigade to see him and be near a friend! I suspect he’s avoiding me; if not, how come I can never find him?


WEDNESDAY, 23


He came to see me in my lodgings. And about time too!


Skinny, sallow, smooth-cheeked, short-sighted: the same old Soleràs. I got up from my chair to give him a hug, but after eyeing me suspiciously he merely snorted: “Nothing to get so excited about.”


I told him I’d requested this posting so we could be together.


“Bah, you’ll soon hate me, like everyone else. Nobody here can stand me, from the brigade commander to the lowliest trench fodder.”


It was his usual deep bass voice, which sometimes sounds emphatic and declamatory – especially when he wants to pull someone’s leg.


“I reckon you’re my best friend.”


“You know, I’ve come to say that you and I shouldn’t be meeting up; it’s ridiculous for us to meet. I heard you were looking for me. It’s utterly stupid.”


“Why so?”


“Simply because I’m your best friend.”


He grinned as he said that – his favourite grin and cackle that bring to mind a broody hen.


“You’d like me to hate you, Juli,” I told him, slightly put out by his riddles. “I don’t understand why you’re so keen for that to happen. Is this some new fad of yours?”


“My poor Lluís, if only you had a glimmering … I’m playing at staff sergeant. Do you know what a staff sergeant is? No, you don’t have a clue. I didn’t either before I got to be one. We’re so in the dark about military palaver even though we’ve been up to our necks in this stuff for eleven months! A staff sergeant is … how should I put it? … a sort of grocer’s assistant. Is this why we came to fight a war? I look after the bean count.”


“I know all about that. I agree it’s very peculiar.”


“Did Picó tell you? That Picó’s a very practical fellow! If you only knew how I despise practical men … They rule this world, and this world gets on my nerves. Hmm … Practical men! They don’t understand if you wander off when it takes your fancy! Why should I have carried on there if it no longer interested me? Do we read the same novel twice? An emotional experience has no impact when repeated, the repetition makes it boring. There are, of course, exceptions, honourable ones. It’s like Catalan grammar: one always writes g before i and e – with honourable exceptions, like Jehovà, Jesús and Jeremias.”


“You’re making excuses for yourself, as usual.”


“When I was twelve years old my aunt took me to spend a summer in Godella, where she owns one of her properties. The place has a cave with stalactites and she was hoping it would send me into ecstasies. But I was already perfecting playing the elegant hypocrite, so with her I pretended boundless admiration for the stalactites and equally boundless admiration for the stalagmites. However, the railway track was what I really liked: I’d spend hours watching it! And I couldn’t resist the temptation – though I modestly recognise it would have been much better for me if I had – to dig a hole between two sleepers, quite a shallow one, just enough to curl up in without my head sticking out above the slats. I expect you’ve guessed what I was after: I wanted to be curled up in there when the express came hurtling past – it doesn’t stop in Godella. Feel it shoot over me! A few years later I discovered the same trick being played out in Karamazov, so you could accuse me of plagiarism, but I can assure you I hadn’t read Dostoyevsky when I was twelve. Auntie had forced me to swallow Bossuet’s Funeral Orations – ‘forced’ being the operative word as it was no pleasure. Besides, this trick with express trains is common enough, I’ve met so many people who’ve tried it over their age of innocence! I’ve met so many … it’s so difficult to find a really original trick, something that’s not already been done by thousands and thousands! Anyway, I’d feel the whole express hurtling over me. You see, that’s what you call a strong emotion, though I’ll be frank and admit it was missing an essential element. That necessary component of any emotion, you know, exists in seeing it reflected in another person’s eyes. It’s one of our greatest weaknesses – the fact that our emotions need an accomplice before they seem true. I wanted to take Nati there. Have I never spoken to you about her? She was twelve, like me, but what a fantastic twelve-year-old! Tall and dark, firm skin with a scent of warm straw … and that aggressive look in her eyes which comes when innocence combines with the most instinctive vitality. She was the daughter of Auntie’s tenant farmers and had been born and brought up in Godella. At the time I don’t think she’d ever been away from there. I managed to get her to accompany me and see how I crammed myself into that hole, how the express rushed over my head. Did she want to join me in there? The idea horrified her. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that’s what it’s all about, feeling horrified.’ If only I could tell you of the delights that horror brings! … But what’s in it for you if you only feel it by yourself? It was hopeless: she refused; and she smelled of recently mown grass … and those eyes of hers … As long as eyes like hers exist in this world, humanity won’t tire of repeating what Adam and Eve got up to from the start. As I was saying: honourable exceptions, things worthy of indefinite repetition, for ever and ever, amen. I don’t see war as anything of the kind; the first battle might seem novel, the second will perhaps pass muster, but when you’ve fought a number … Some aspects of war are so coarse your patience quickly runs out when they’re endlessly repeated.”


“Like what, for example?”


“My aide fell flat on his face once, while bringing me my canteen of coffee and rum; I need a canteen of coffee with lots of rum at times like that. All the coffee spilled and mixed with that idiot’s blood – a wretched lad from Pobla de Lillet, one of those that sell cow’s milk from their homes; they have a dairy on plaça del Pi. He’d been wounded, you know. Isn’t that wonderful? War wounded; wounded at the front on active service; gloriously, heroically wounded! Then back in the rearguard one can tell one’s best friend’s wife – one’s best friend being the one with the most gorgeous wife – ‘They wounded me in such and such a skirmish. I was advancing with the standard …’ You can boast with a clear conscience of how you were moving forward with the standard because those morons in the rearguard still think battles are fought this way. You could even tell them you were brandishing a sword on horseback, they’d believe anything – or act as if they do provided they aren’t dragged off to take a close look. But the bullet from the Mauser had gone through poor Palaudàries’ rump, and how do you tell your best friend’s wife that? You might use euphemisms like ‘bum cheeks’, but you’d still sound stupid. As for me, I couldn’t care a fuck! I prefer to scarper in such circumstances. I can’t bear the sight of blood, it makes me vomit. Two soldiers had taken his trousers off and were trying to staunch the bleeding with a handful of grass. He was saying the Lord’s Prayer at the top of his voice while crying out for his mother. His mother, I ask you! How did he expect her to turn up if she was selling milk in plaça del Pi? Let me say it again: the bullet had gone through his rump, so it wasn’t a serious wound. But the blood was bubbling out so, it made me want to puke. A thousand times worse than with mummies! They’re dry as a bone and don’t remind you of anything as disgusting as blood. Mummies are a pleasant sight; I recommend a trip to the monastery in Olivel de la Virgen …”


“They say they found you hiding in a cave.”


“Reading a lewd novel, right? I see this myth about me has reached even you. Well, not everyone can become a myth. Palaudàries, for example, will never turn into a myth however hard he tries, regardless of how much they turn his bum into a sieve.”


“So isn’t the book business true?”


“It wouldn’t be the first myth to be a lie. I’d started it the day before and wanted to know how it ended. There are novels that can shock – I can pass it on to you.”


“Thanks, but I’m not interested.”


“You don’t know what you’re missing. It’s the Gospel in this brigade! Everybody knows The Horns of Roland. Reading it, I’ve understood so much. You would too; you might even understand a few things about yourself, things you should understand.”


“Such as?”


When I asked this, he stared hard at me with his myopic eyes – his outrageous vanity won’t allow him to wear spectacles. He sighed “I sometimes wonder,” then muttered between gritted teeth, “whether you’re not cracked in the head. Such as! What the hell does it matter? Something! Anything! Understand!”


“So what do you get out of all this understanding?”


“It’s obvious … it’s obvious you’ve never tried a thing. And with so many things out there worth trying! For example, lying on the grass late on a midsummer afternoon, when the grass that’s been frying the whole day gives off the bitter scent of a young country girl’s armpit. Lying on your back late on an early August afternoon when Scorpio trails its endless tail across the horizon.” His bass voice resonated like an orator’s. “Scorpio! That’s my favourite constellation. I’ll let you in on a secret of mine: that tail rearing up, filled with poison, above the whole universe. We men lack such a thing, a tail like Scorpio’s that can inject poison into the whole universe. Don’t look at me like that! You know I’m right, and if we owned a tail like that our whole family could legitimately feel proud. But we don’t, so we can only lie back, look up at the sky and … Vertical, in a raging temper! But it’s pointing at you, at the middle of your face. Newton would say it’s the result of the law of gravity; he can keep his manias, he can’t see anything else and can’t understand. This is what understanding is all about: about being hit by your own spit, hit by your own impotent sputum right between the eyes: to feel an intense and cold rage at our utter impotence.”


“As if we’d said it’s shit.”


“Everything is shit, if you want to put it like that: obscene and macabre. Hey, Lluís, do you think you were born different from everyone else? Or that you won’t end up like everyone else – an ineffable pile of shit? You’re old enough to know: our obscene entrance and our macabre exit. Entrance gratis, and exit on a shovel. Believe me, it’s worth letting loose a big gob of spit in a blind rage while there’s still time. If he didn’t know or couldn’t do it better, why did he try?”


“Who are you talking about now?”


He stared at me in amazement, as if shocked by my blinkered pettymindedness.


“You should do it for yourself … you’re old enough … You really don’t want to understand. Perhaps you feel happy with your lot, perhaps you feel you’re at home in this world. Perhaps you’ve never felt a foreigner. Perhaps you live your life like so many other idiots; perhaps I’m the only one who lives life as if he were someone else, a life that doesn’t fit, a life that feels alien.”


“Juli, I sometimes get that feeling as well and I don’t think it’s at all odd. It’s much more widespread than you think. We don’t live our life; it’s life that lives us. Life … It would be better not to worry so much. What difference did worrying ever make? Life is so lovely! It’s an enigmatic mystery! Well, mystery always gives beauty an added attraction; we know that all too well. Like sadness. Isn’t sad, mysterious beauty always fascinating? I too have my sad moments, Juli, and I try to experience them by myself.”


A silence descended that he shattered with a cackle: “I expect Picó took you for a swim in his ‘hygiene installation’, as he calls it. He’s so proud of it! He is a practical man, we won’t deny that. And calloused in more than one respect.”


In effect, I have to admit that the machine gunner Lieutenant Captain’s calluses had caught my eye: six or seven on each foot, huge and hard.


“Why doesn’t he have them removed?”


“Bah! You don’t know him. Cruells did try once. Cruells is a nurse-cum-subaltern who hangs around the brigade, whom you’ll bump into one of these days. He wanted to remove them using a new Gillette. ‘Beat it!’ he shrieked. ‘I love my corns too much to do that.’ We didn’t get the better of him. We’d have had to pin him down by his arms, and, you know, cutting the corns off a man who’s kicking his legs up …”


“I thought he was brave.”


“I won’t deny that. Once, we were being shelled by a battery of .28 calibre Schneiders; their artillery had honed their parallax and square roots so wonderfully the shrapnel hit the middle of our trenches. It was Picó who said, ‘How beautiful!’ It was rather disturbing, one has to say. At the time there was a young second lieutenant, a Vilaró, who’d just come out to the front. Picó was keeping an eye on him, because if he threw a wobbly the soldiers might scarper and it was only too obvious that Vilaró was getting nervous. All he ever did was look over his shoulder. Picó took out his false teeth, it’s what he does in moments of supreme danger, put them in a glass of water and climbed onto the parapet. Without his dentures he’s the spitting image of Voltaire. He walked to and fro over the sacks of earth, as if he were trying out some new shoes for the first time that might give him corns; he’d left the glass with his dentures on one of the sacks; a round of machine-gun fire smashed it to bits. The soldiers chuckled and winked in Vilaró’s direction; he noticed and reacted: ‘Do you think I can’t do that?’ He jumped up onto the parapet: shrapnel decapitated him just as he was about to speak. Perhaps it was no great loss; perhaps he’d have just said ‘fuck’ like so many other heroes. If you want to irritate Picó, talk to him about that incident. He knows that morally speaking he murdered that hapless fellow.”


“Come on! How could he anticipate that …”


“It was entirely predictable. Picó is always lucky, he knows he is and plays with that. It was splashed all over poor Vilaró’s face that he was quite the opposite: you could see it coming miles away that his number was up.”


“Cut the crap and let the dead rest in peace.”


“Let the dead rest in peace! They should be so lucky! I recommend a visit to the monastery in Olivel … As for the dentures, they turned up a long way from the trench; fortunately they were intact. I can tell you, I find Picó’s false teeth much more macabre than the mummies in the monastery. This attic of yours is delightful on more than one count. I’d like to live here. You always have all the luck and end up with what I’d like. I’d have been delighted to have fetched up in an anarchist brigade made of escapees from the lunatic asylum – as you tell it; this brigade, on the other hand, is just humdrum. Order, hygiene and culture! However you did get … an attic like this, with the juices of a rabbit on heat thrown in …”


He scrutinised the little caricatures on the wall.


“Well, they’re not bad, but they could be better. I find this brigade’s lack of imagination quite appalling. When you leave Castel, I’ll put in for this attic.”


OLIVEL DE LA VIRGEN, SUNDAY, 4 JULY


We’re now in this village, where we’ve been ordered to set up the brigade’s 4th Battalion.


Only one small drawback: we had to take Olivel from the anarchists. And who were the “we” who had to take it from the anarchists? On paper, the 4th Battalion; in fact, as the levied soldiers had yet to arrive, “we” were Commander Rosich – who was a loony – with his Ford and his chauffeur; Dr Puig, the medical officer; the nurse, a second lieutenant in the medical corps in his early twenties who I reckon must be Cruells because I think Soleràs told me about him in Castel de Olivo; four lieutenant fusiliers, one by the name of Gallart, a bar waiter in civilian life; and finally half a dozen infantry second lieutenants, including yours truly. A grand total of “eleven individuals and a chauffeur” – the description stuck, as coined by Dr Puig.


We drove off in the commander’s car, a stupendous Ford. Those of us who could not fit inside hung on the running boards; one of the second lieutenants sat on the roof with a sub-machine gun between his legs. We’d hoisted the flag on the radiator. The road from Castel to Olivel is a cart track heading northwards for a dozen kilometres. The Ford cleared the gullies we encountered by being driven over a couple of planks we had brought for the purpose, which we kept placing on the track and then picking up. The officer with the sub-machine gun sang, laughed and cursed as if it were all one big variety show. He was short and skinny. He stared at me suddenly and shouted: “Hey, you! What’s your trade?”


“You asking me? I’ve got a degree in law, but I’ve done other things.”


“What does a degree in law mean?”


“It’s like saying I am a solicitor.”


“A solicitor! I’ll shake on that! Almost the same as me.”


“That is, defence lawyer?”


“No, a billboard man on the street.”


At that point the village’s threshing floors came into sight and we decided it would be prudent to leave the Ford, spread out and advance, pistols in hand, behind the palisades just in case the anarchists showed resistance. We later discovered they’d fled the previous day when they heard troops were on the way. On the other hand, the whole village was waiting for us: men, women and children, all thrilled to see us appear. The masses put roses in the buttonholes of our battle jackets. The role of hero is very gratifying when it comes so cheaply. There was a glitter in Commander Rosich’s eyes. A middle-aged man gave him a hug; it turns out he is the mayor who was sent packing by the anarchists. He had suffered real torture hiding in the woods. The commander declared him reinstated forthwith: applause and hurrahs from the men, tears from the old dears, more roses in our buttonholes. The temptation was too great: the commander launched into the speech we were afraid was in the offing – this being a weakness of his.


The old dears dried their eyes on the corners of their black aprons. Meanwhile, the village children crowded around admiring our flashes and sparkling new battle jackets.


If I’m not mistaken, this is the village Soleràs had told me about – in veiled and mysterious terms, as I recall. My landlady in Castel had also put in a word about it when she told me about the Suffering Virgin; Soleràs spoke about mummies in a monastery. I could perhaps kill a few hours paying it a visit, if it really exists, for our stay here is quite soporific. The village, like all in this area, is a disaster; it comprises 280 buildings, what with houses, animal pens and a hundred threshing floors with their respective palisades. The church is brick-built, like the castle that looks down on the cluster of houses. The bricks have blackened over the centuries. The flies will not give us a minute’s rest, especially at lunchtime; there are many more than in Castel, and that’s saying something. It could hardly be otherwise given the quantity of manure – manuwer, say the friendly locals – piled up in the pens.


Before leaving Castel I tried to see Soleràs to say goodbye; a soldier in Supplies told me he had just been transferred to the brigade’s Train Unit and he’d seen him getting into a lorry that morning to go off and join it. He could have put himself out to say goodbye. Bah, perhaps I shouldn’t be so touchy.


The worst of it is that I miss him, because though I sometimes find his conversation irritating, it’s always interesting. I remember one of his wisecracks from Castel de Olivo: “Seeing the brainless things we lot do, eunuchs have every right to feel superior; it’s the same for you sceptics.” I thought it quite intolerable for him to compare me to a eunuch, and yet … I’m sick to death of all these officers, especially the commander and the doctor, who spend their lives going from cellar to cellar tasting wine from the barrels and pronouncing their verdicts.


8 JULY


We are still doing nothing, just waiting for the recruits to arrive. We have already allotted officers to the future companies: I’ve got the 4th and my captain will be Lieutenant Gallart, the ex-waiter.


The village couldn’t be more dismal: it’s boxed in and you can’t see it until you’re inside. Its boundaries are extensive, it’s mostly barren waste with the large olive trees that account for its name. From what people have told me, the monastery is a long way downstream. I go on long walks and sometimes sit at the foot of an olive tree and am so quiet the crows settle on the ground a few steps from me, as if I didn’t exist. There are hundreds to keep me company. Bare mountains make up the backdrop and the district boundary. A cloud sometimes hangs over them: rock and cloud, permanence and evanescence. The cloud drifts by, looking splendid as it changes with the sunset; the rock stays the same. What are the rock and the cloud in our lives? Which is worth the most? Which part of us must remain unchangeable? Are we so sure it’s more valuable than the part that leaves us at every moment? Or are we entirely ghostlike, clouds whose single hope is to live a moment of glory, one solitary moment, and then vanish?


All our instincts rebel against this idea. “I feel and experience that I am eternal”, wrote Spinoza. I’m familiar with this quotation from Spinoza because of Soleràs. Who, besides him, would be capable of swallowing Spinoza? And how can one begin to explain the mysterious immensity of our desire? How do we even begin to explain that we feel this immense desire when we don’t know why or what we desire?


Everything has an explanation – if we know how to seek it out; for example, this murder of crows that so intrigued me. Wandering at random around the area I suddenly found myself in the middle of a circle of lunar mountains. A most unusual sight: a kind of broad, deep, enigmatic lunar crater. The sun was low in the sky, its slanted light providing the extraterrestrial finishing touch. Not a single tree or bush, nothing but mineral and the play of shadow and light as raw as in the void between planets. It was fascinating. I walked to the crater’s edge and looked down: a pile of bones solved the mystery. It’s the charnel house, what they call the vulture trap. There are more shepherds than farmhands in these parts, shepherds of sheep and goats. Into this they throw diseased animals that have perished. When a mule is sickly and the vet gives up hope, they don’t wait for it to die, it would weigh too much. They drive it to the vulture trap, beating it all the way with a stick, and give it a shove. The mule falls in and if it is lucky dies there and then; naturally, it can take days. The crows and vultures are responsible for keeping the vulture trap clean, and it has to be said that they take their responsibility seriously: anything cleaner than those bare ivory white bones you could not find. Ossa arida, as some prophet or the other describes a great bone-strewn desert – human bones, of course, but what’s the difference? That vulture trap impressed me greatly; the aridity of those bones gave me a huge thirst and reminded me of something Soleràs once said: “Huge thirst, a drop of water to quench it, and that sums it up; the infinitely large and the infinitely small. I don’t know if you’ve heard of atoms …” “Sorry,” I interrupted him badtemperedly, “don’t start on that nonsense. Atoms are a load of shit.”


The dryness of the bones helped me understand the “huge thirst” that Soleràs was referring to. “I must live my life,” I told myself, “live my life before my bones are cast into the bottomless vulture trap that awaits us all. I must live my life, but how do I do that? Live! A year at war, a year of no contact with women – and so few years! I must have used up more than a third of my quota already …”


One early evening I was standing at a particularly deserted crossroads for that time of day; I mean intensely deserted, you could feel the forlorn abandon. There was just one cloud, its flame so dull and wan it seemed made of basalt. Beauty is frightening; fortunately, it rarely crosses our path. On an evening like that – I’ve never seen such dramatic twilights outside Aragon – one feels alone before the universe, like a criminal before a court without appeal. What is the accusation? That we are so small, so petty and so ugly; the immensity judges and crushes us … I was so engrossed in my thoughts I didn’t hear her footsteps; I didn’t notice her presence until a severe, distant voice jolted me out of my reverie: “A good evening to you.”


It was a woman with a child on one arm and another tucked in her skirt: a tall, well-built woman in widow’s weeds who walked by without giving me a glance. She seemed surrounded by a kind of sorrowful aura as she walked slowly along the path, away from the sunset. Who was she? I’d never seen her in the village. When she went round a bend and out of sight I registered that she’d greeted me in Catalan. A Catalan woman in this village? A mystery: almost a hallucination.


15 JULY


The recruits have started to arrive. I am in charge of instructing these poor youngsters. I spend more time in the village and begin to get to know the houses and people.


I have still not identified the Suffering Virgin of Olivel – that is, the apparition from the other day. Or hallucination? Everything is possible.


As the village is enclosed in a deep ravine, the castle is all you see from a distance. You cannot see the huddle of houses until you’re inside; if it is evening, you see the old dears by their doorways, sitting on stone benches and enjoying the cool. Dressed in black and chattering endlessly, they make you think of magpies. Seen in a snapshot like that, the village seems dirty and primitive.


The commander obliges us to give lectures to the recruits; not each officer to his own section, but each officer to the whole battalion.


We use the main hall in the castle as our base. That’s how I managed to get a look inside: it’s an old manor house that has been terribly neglected. It has a huge hall where the commander had a table placed on the dais: he sits and chairs while the officer stands and lectures.


Commander Rosich is short and fat, sallow and swarthy, with beady black eyes that are bright and sentimental. He’d be a lovely person if it weren’t for his “imbibing” – “dribing and imbibing,” he quips. I’ve already given my first lecture: “Machine guns must be set up on flat terrain.” While I embroidered my subject – the advantages of skimming crossfire, etc. – I noted his beady eyes light up and glow like embers fanned by a breeze. I was using chalk and a blackboard that I’d improvised to explain the trigonometric principles of machine-gun fire with a curved trajectory when he suddenly stood up and hugged me in front of everyone.


“Such calculations bring glory upon our battalion!”


I confess I couldn’t really fathom the reason for such an emotional outburst, even though I’ve always had a weak spot for sentimental types. That’s why I finally managed to accept Ponsetti, the “billboard man on the street”, a chatterbox. He’s always hooked up with Captain Gallart, who is huge, naturally: tall and fat, ruddy and greedy, and rumbustious. My passionate love for tradition made me feel great respect for this couple, the tall fat man and the short thin man – as sentimental and boozy as the other couple, the commander and the doctor.


I’ve discovered a large pine grove quite close by, north of the village. In the heat of the day thousands of crickets buzz, the pine trees are tall and slender, their frayed tops let through a sun that scorches the earth. The air becomes saturated with the pungent sensuous smell of resin. I stretch out on a warm soft bed of pine needles and surrender to the sadness that attacks me in sudden bursts. Poor Soleràs, who thinks he is so unique: when, oh when did I live my life?


THURSDAY, 5 AUGUST


Teaching the recruits – things both theoretical and practical – takes up little of my time. So, apart from the days when I’m assigned guard duty, I have lots of time to fill. Ponsetti has joined the 4th Company; he and Gallart don’t shift from the village, specifically not from the inn where there is a blonde, la Melitona, who makes them lose their marbles. Commander Rosich and Dr Puig are tipsy most days. The other lieutenants and adjutants don’t move out of the village either: they’re always after the young girls, the ones who put roses in our lapels the day we arrived.


Then there’s Cruells, the nurse-cum-subaltern. He turns out to be a devotee of Baudelaire. He knows large chunks by heart, avoids wine and women – and dirty words: a rara avis! He comes for the occasional walk with me. Not very often: he must keep a firm grip on his work. Four hundred recruits are a lot and when they’re not down with one thing they’re down with another, generally venereal in origin. He is the baby of the battalion, barely twenty, and when he comes for a walk with me he brings along a kind of portable telescope or, perhaps more precisely, a “long-view eyeglass”, the kind used by skippers in the last century, a good thirty centimetres long when extended. He says his aunt gave it to him for his twelfth birthday and he’s kept it with him throughout the war; it takes up little space when collapsed – its sections slot inside each other. This instrument is much more powerful than my officer’s binoculars, and when we go for a stroll together we linger until very late and he makes me take a look at Jupiter through his telescope: you can see the four “satellites of Galileo” quite clearly next to the planet, like four peas next to a plum, three on the left and one on the right. The day after, the one on the right has disappeared, and the day after that you see only two. Then you see all four once again, now two on the right and two on the left. He explained the reasons for these appearances and disappearances, as well as the different phases of Venus – which you can also see using his seafaring telescope – and much more besides; his head is as stuffed with facts about astronomy as mine is empty.


We’d take a nap in the pine grove, the castle looming in the background between the trunks of the pines. Don’t imagine a feudal castle with battlements and barbicans: it’s a square mass of blackish bricks. The village in its hollow is invisible from where we are. A question suddenly sprang to my lips: “So what did you do before the war?”


Half asleep, he looked at me through his tortoiseshell spectacles, which gave him at once the air of a benign owl and a decent person. He seemed to hesitate: “I’ll tell you, but don’t tell anyone else. I was a semnarist.”


“A seminarist?”


It would never have struck me, but now it was clear as daylight. Why couldn’t Cruells be a seminarist? Or rather, what else could he have ever been?


“And what are you intending to do after the war?”


“Finish my studies.”


Days later Cruells gave us a real shock. Naturally, we have a contingent on guard duty at night – several soldiers under an officer doing his shift – which patrols the outskirts of the village. I wasn’t on duty that night, it was an adjutant from the 2nd Company, and he filled me in on the juicy details. It must have been one in the morning, the village was asleep, there was no moonlight and the only sound was the hooting of an owl in the poplar tree by the fountain. Out of the blue the patrol spotted a man by the threshing ground on the edge of the village: it was a soldier taking aim with a weapon that, from a distance, looked like a 50 mm mortar. They were naturally alarmed, thinking he might be a fascist or an anarchist and that there might be others coming behind him to mount a surprise attack. Thank God the duty adjutant had the sangfroid to stop his men shooting their Mausers: it was Cruells with his telescope. His eyes were shut and he was sound asleep while walking along holding up his long-sighted eyeglass as if taking aim. He told me afterwards that he’d had other bouts of sleepwalking, though years ago. We asked Dr Puig whether sleepwalking was at all serious; he shrugged his shoulders and told us it wasn’t and that nobody knows what causes it. Sometimes people never have repeat attacks, they are usually more common in adolescence – “Let’s have no illusions, at the age of twenty Cruells is still an adolescent”; and, “At the end of the day, better not to harp on it; in any self-respecting brigade, and according to highly reliable statistics, for every attack of sleepwalking there are 463 of gonorrhoea.”


On the days – that is, most days – when Cruells is on duty with the medical chest, I go out and about by myself. Now I have a horse and that’s very useful for a promeneur solitaire. A lone walker can seem rather manic; on horseback, he earns general respect. Besides, with the horse, or rather the mare since it is female, I can go further: to the monastery, for example.


But I ought to explain things in the right order.


First: as a consequence of those theoretical and practical lectures of mine I’ve located my hallucination.


It turns out that the master of the castle, the carlan as the locals call him, was murdered by the anarchists. That isn’t at all odd, naturally: it would have been odd if they hadn’t. It seems he lived with a woman, and if she’d been legitimate they would have murdered her too and not thought twice about it, but this happened to be an instance of free love. So they not only did not kill her, they treated her with great respect as the lady of the castle and its estates. She’s still living there with her two children. The old women in the village scornfully refer to her as the carlana, the lady of the castle, and affirm in their homespun Spanish that, as soon as the war is over, some distant cousins of the deceased, the only legal relatives he was known to have, will kick her out of the castle and off its land – “She and the couple of kids born on the wrong side of the blanket.”


She leads a very secluded life and avoids seeing people. When the commander asked for use of the hall she immediately agreed, but when it’s time for a lecture she locks herself out of sight with her two children.


I discovered she had a spare mare in her stables, the favourite steed of the deceased. Nobody rides her because nobody in the battalion or the village is keen on horse riding. I decided to ask if I could; she was doing nothing with the animal – the anarchists had tried to make her plough, to no avail – and she’d be just right for me and my solitary jaunts. The woman received me, standing in that same room where we gave our lectures.


In that guise, without the mysterious allure of twilight, she’s a woman of around thirty-five, serious, distant and polite in manner. Her voice is a velvety contralto that sometimes vibrates with an almost imperceptible tremolo. I told her I was surprised that she spoke such good Catalan: “Don’t be surprised. I’ve lived in Barcelona for so many years! I was fifteen when I went there. That was all I ever spoke with him and his mother. His mother was from Barcelona.”


What she and the lord of the castle had done was so out of the way, I thought it best to carefully steer the conversation elsewhere: “I know there’s a monastery within the village boundaries, some fifteen kilometres downstream.”


“The monastery in Olivel, the Order of the Virgin of Mercy. The Virgin of Olivel was much revered in these parts. Many of us are named after her.”


“Ah, so you must be Maria d’Olivel.”


“Maria d’Olivel is my whole name, as written on the certificates of baptism. People usually call me Olivela.”


I felt she seemed distant, if not absent; for a few seconds she looked as unreal as on that evening when I saw her silhouetted against the sunset along the solitary crossroads. Something about her hits you between the eyes: the mark of tragedy. There’s no reason, of course, why a woman who’s lived what she’s had to live shouldn’t bear the mark of tragedy. I’ve gathered she is from a family of modest means; being a kept woman placed her outside her class and family, at once above and below. Then the anarchist scoundrels murdered her carlà in front of her and their children … But that’s not the root cause: the mark of tragedy comes from within, not from life. I tried to imagine what her loneliness must be like; she does have her children, but what kind of company do children ever provide?


“My first ride on Acorn will be to the monastery.”


“Don’t go there,” she replied, looking me in the eye for the first time. “The anarchists sacked it after they murdered the friars. The Virgin has disappeared. It’s terrifying. They disinterred …” The tremolo in her voice resounded like vibrato from the most bass string of a cello.


I could see the servant from the window – the only one still working for her – saddling Acorn at the entrance to the castle. She’s a handsome mare, a roan with a small head and a large rump. She seemed happy to be out of her stable.


“Disinterred?”


“Deceased friars out of their niches … anarchists up to their usual tricks. Did you know that they executed all the day labourers? Four wretches, the poorest in the village, the friars paid them a day wage more out of charity than anything else. The poor fellows wore wooden clogs and they executed them for being fascists because they worked for the friars …”


A conversation with Soleràs suddenly came to mind. At the time, it hadn’t struck me as important, having sounded like a caustic stream of incoherent nonsense. “These fools” – he was referring to Picó, the commander and the brigade in general – “these fools fail to appreciate the few original things that our country possesses. As soon as they come to a village they re-establish order. How vulgar! One must make the occasional sally to villages that ‘our boys’ haven’t yet reached, where anarchism still rules the roost. I can breathe there! There’s a monastery …” He put his fingertips in his mouth, as if relishing a parson’s brandy snap. “I’ve spent long hours there in pure contemplation and, believe me, it was all fully warranted. Particularly one mummy, on the left, with the face of a crook … In whose name do they want to ban us from disinterring the dead, if that’s what we feel like? In whose name? The men who did that were very likely idiots, but that’s beside the point: perhaps it’s all about proving you’re a hundred per cent idiot. Not everyone can manage that! The intellect has been relegated to history as an antique that belongs to the eighteenth century; the future belongs to idiots!” “I can see,” I retorted sarcastically, “that you’re gearing up to conquer the future.” “And why not? While we’re about it, what’s so particularly bad about digging out Virgin of the Mercy’s friars rather than Egyptian pharaohs? Why do those who dug up Tutankhamen deserve more respect? Excavators, of whatever kind, are all looking for the same thing: they want to see the look on the face of a dead man who’s had time to practise, who’s devoted time to it, whether a few decades or a few millennia. Our era, which is idiotic in the extreme, has preferred to slash the veils that cover birth and death, the obscene and the macabre; if you haven’t yet understood that, you’ve understood nothing about our era.” I replied: “Do you think our era is important because we’ve tried to understand this?”


“Do you know Juli Soleràs?”


It was a banal question to pass the time of day – almost like my saying the weather was lovely: for how could she have come to know him? But this woman is one surprise after another, judging by the look on her face. “Yes …” she replied, after hesitating for a moment. “Why do you ask? Did he tell you about me?”


“Oh no, it was just an idle question. He told me about a monastery and some mummies, all quite vaguely, so he came to mind. He’s a rather eccentric young man. He has an aunt who has visions, you know? I expect you’ve heard about Saint Philomena, though obviously that’s of no particular interest to you. Was he really here when the anarchists were still around?”


“I got the impression that he and the anarchists were the best of friends. Can I ask a favour of you? Please never mention the fellow again.”


Poor Soleràs, one can see how he is gifted at inspiring less than friendly reactions. People can’t forgive him his haphazard conversations, so full of paradoxes and reticence. Trini and I are the only two who can tolerate him because we think he’s amusing. We’ve known him for so long – ever since we were at secondary school! Later, when Trini and I started living together, he’d come and drink tea with us almost every afternoon, even when we did our military service – Trini and I had been headstrong enough to move in together before I was called up – and he and I both served over the same time as acting adjutants. He shouldn’t have been drafted, they said he wasn’t fit because he was so short-sighted – or at least that’s what he told me. He asked for another test! And to think that so many do their best to be ruled unfit, while he moved heaven and earth to be recruited. Afterwards, in the barracks – we were fortunate to be sent to a regiment garrisoned in Barcelona – what he most enjoyed doing was jumping over the wall and going on a spree, especially if he was on duty. At our place, he always sat in the same chair; we felt he was like a peculiar yet familiar little bird whose rudeness one forgave because he was such good company.


Why did he come here and risk being executed by the anarchists? Was he practising being an idiot? “Nineteen-seventeen marked the beginning of a new Era, the Era of Idiots; blessed be the idiots for they shall become masters of the world …” – this was one of his “favourite prophecies”. It goes without saying that prophesying was a weakness of his.


The river crosses the district from south-west to north-east. Over time it has opened up a deep, narrow gully with almost vertical sides, down which I rode Acorn from that day on and far into the distance. After watering the orchards of Olivel the river feeds the ponds of the old flour mills, one of which is still working. When I walked, this mill was the furthest I ever went; it is halfway to the monastery. The miller, a man in his fifties, lives there with a wife who is as dark as the flour they grind – and toothless. They have five or six children. They mill forty-five pecks a day, though not necessarily every day: sometimes the pond takes a whole day to replenish itself, depending on the water the river brings, and meanwhile they must rest. I like to watch them milling because I’ve never seen such an old mill work. They open up the millrace and the mill starts to turn, slowly; the hopper, which they call lorenza, is a large wooden funnel that’s been broached very roughly; the grain pours out slowly and the millstone transforms it into coarse flour. Then the women of Olivel turn it into tasty brown bread. The village has three communal ovens for baking bread, and on the days they bake you can get the warm smell from afar, and the aroma of pine branches burning and freshly baked bread whets one’s appetite.


The miller makes the most of the days of enforced rest to go hunting with his ferret. He complains about the lack of game: only hare are plentiful, but he loathes them from the day he caught one eating carrion. As for otter they interest him because of their valuable pelts. His ferret is scared of attacking them, though not of going for foxes. It catches them asleep in their dens – or cado, as they say around here – jumps on their backs and in a flash sinks its teeth into their jugular. It’s a very agile male, its claws sharp as sewing needles. He has to carry it shut in its cage and handles it very gingerly because given the slightest chance it would sever his fingers. This fellow also told me about the monastery, the huge pine and fir forest that starts on the left of the river just before you get there and which, he says, extends for many leagues northwards, the direction in which you have to travel a long way before you come upon another village. A few friars, no more than two or three, succeeded in escaping through this forest. After you cross the monastery’s estate the river runs out into a lake – or more precisely a great marsh – called the Cambronera, where you can hunt ducks and other migrating birds in winter.


I took advantage of the mill pond to go for a swim, much to the amazement of the miller, the miller’s wife and the five or six little millers. They’d never seen a person dive and splash like a duck. They had some tame ducks: small, white, feathered with yellow beaks and legs that created a terrific din when I jumped in headfirst. After swimming a good half hour I’d stretch out on the grass to sunbathe. Sometimes I’d see vultures fly by overhead. They must come from a long way away, the bare mountains to the south, the Alcubierre range, or perhaps from even more distant peaks further south, hardly visible in my binoculars through the blue mist. With Cruells’ telescope you could see the mountains were thickly wooded. As for the vultures, I’d seen, more than once, a pair flying fantastically high in the sky: I could calculate this roughly, thanks to the graduated lens of the binoculars and my idea of their possible wingspan, the female adult two and a half metres, broader than the male. I saw them glide across the firmament from one horizon to the other and not flex their wings for a second. The only explanation I can think of is that they let themselves be carried along like gusts of air we can’t feel at ground level. They sometimes describe concentric circles around the sun, like gigantic moths drawn to its still flame. Of course, they aren’t flying around the sun; what can the sun matter to them? They’re circling around the vulture trap. Each village has one.


The tracks alongside the river are good for riding. Acorn loves to gallop over the soft sandy soil. The way to the monastery sometimes disappears into the river bed; the mare’s legs throw up a shower of minute drops of water where a rainbow shimmers. When evening falls and a breeze stirs you can hear birds chirping among the foliage of poplars, wild jasmine and honeysuckle: blackbirds, goldfinches, golden orioles and who knows what else. Far away, deep in the forest, a cuckoo calls out the time.


On my first day riding horseback I reached the monastery like a bedraggled hen. Acorn is a lovable beast: her large damp eyes are full of tender mystery, her tail and mane gleam darkly and almost drag along the ground as nobody bothers to trim them. But docile though she is, she can be nervous and whimsical. All was wonderful while we galloped over the sandy path, and she was delighted to be galloping after so many months shut in her stable. But when the path vanished into the river she suddenly knelt to splash and wallow in the cool water – leaving me as you can imagine.


The millers hardly give me a glance: their eyes are on my steed.


“Jesus! Ain’t that Acorn?” asks the miller’s wife, crossing herself.


“You know her?”


“Like my own child. Our dead lord’s mare, may ’e be restin’ in Glory. The whole of Olivel knows ’er.”


And that was how we came to speak about her – they’d never mentioned her until then. We gradually slipped from mare to mistress; at first I thought the miller’s wife wasn’t daring to speak freely about her, though I guessed only too clearly from her reticence and half-mumbled words that she thought and knew a lot. Spurred on by my love of gossip, I urged her to confide: “The nasty vixen,” she muttered between toothless gums, “should ’ave stayed in Barcelona with ’er own nasty brood. We can do without ’er sort roun’ ’ere.”


“What was she doing in Barcelona?”


“A maid. She worked for the old lady of the castle, who was still alive then. She were in service with them from when she were real young, no more’n fifteen.”


A maid in service: that’s why she got on so well with the lord of the castle’s mother. Such a simple explanation, but I’d never have thought of it.


“Was she like other girls from hereabouts before she went to Barcelona?”


“No, she were always by ’erself and sad like a mopin’ cat. I always said she weren’t like us, we all follow in our dad’s footsteps. Must ’ave got it from some place, if she were so stuck up. Graft an apricot tree an’ git peaches as big as your fist.”


“Shut up,” interjected the miller, who I thought didn’t quite share his wife’s hatred of the mistress of the castle. “These be secrets only known to God. When she left the village, Olivela was just a snot-nosed little girl. No more than fifteen! The sparrow’awk was the master, may ’e rest in peace now ’e be dead, for ’e made the most of ’er innocence.”


“Ah, ’er innocence, the poor wretch!” she rasped, scorning his compassionate tone. “When did she ever know what that was? We all got married for our innocence; we married for our honour, and not because we was ’ungry. But she and ’er witchy ways slipped into the castle, for bats like ’er always make their ’omes in old castles. That vixen’s witchy ways made ’er the mistress o’ the castle, and she ne’er ’ad to work in the ’arvest or pick grapes or collect shit up – none o’ that. A laydee’s life, lootenant, a grand lady’s life: in the mornin’ givin’ meal to the pigs and maize to the chickins and in the evenin’ a little walk in the orchard and before hittin’ the hay a bath in warm water with ’er sweet-smellin’ soap like a big sow …”


“Shut up, dear, shut up,” her husband interrupted. “Don Luis likes his little baths too. Yer goin’ to catch it comin’ out with this muck, for God’s sake.”


I was more and more fascinated by the conversation and their picturesque Spanish – which always accompanies filth; so I kept egging her on to say more and kept my fingers in her mouth, as they say, to make her talk.


“When did she go back to Barcelona?”


“Well, the second the old laydee died, may she be in ’er glory,” he explained, beating his wife to it. “Nobody in the village knew what ’ad ’appened.”


“It were goin’ on ten year ago,” she added. “She ’ad such a big belly on ’er and that were the first sign we ’ad of ’er sinnin’ bun in the oven. She gave birth in the castle, and two or three year later did it a secon’ time.”


“So was the carlà living with her?”


“Well, no, sir, ’e weren’t, ’e lived in ’is ’ouse in Barcelona, but ’e’d often come.”


“Our carlán was a lawyer,” the miller pointed out, “and ’e ’ad ’is cases to deal with in Barcelona.”


“And ’is luvvin’ in Olivel,” she added.


“Why didn’t he marry her?”


“Crikey, Don Luis!” The miller’s wife burst out laughing. “Since when ’ave lords of the castle and lawyers married shitty yokels?”


This bucket of mud was too much for me and I changed tack with the excuse that I wanted to get to the monastery.


The monastery was one of those big country houses that could have belonged to farmers or gentry, and in fact the friars did devote their time to agriculture. It was a large square house in the northern corner of a small valley planted out with vines and olive trees and encircled by a low range of barren mountains. One of the peaks is called Calvary and is distinguishable from its neighbours by the double row of cypresses that twist up to its top. It is a quiet, enclosed valley that seems shut in on itself and its aromas of thyme. Acorn takes from half an hour to three quarters to gallop to the monastery; since then, I’ve ridden that way often.


Now let me tell you what’s inside. A large doorway that looks out onto an esplanade leads straight into a lofty, spacious church that could hold a thousand people standing. That first day I crossed the threshold rather apprehensively: something weighed heavy in the silence. It was a dry, hot morning and I’d tethered the mare to a solitary elm on the esplanade. I went in. My first impression was that it was pleasantly cool. On the way there I’d been dazzled by the cruel July Aragon sun which had seared my eyes as I galloped. In the cool half shadows, as if in a cellar, I could barely see a thing. My retinas gradually adapted and I began to make out the remains of baroque altars blackened by fire, heaps of books scattered around in a mess, candelabra that had been snapped and thrown to the ground, artificial flowers, an incense burner in one corner, a lectern in another. Right at the back, at the foot of the main altar, were objects I’d have assumed were friars if they hadn’t been so still.


Several mummies had been extracted from the open niches, now emptied, in the wall behind the altar. They were arranged to create a strange tableau. Two were stationed by the foot of the altar, like a couple being married; one was adorned with a veil and a bouquet of artificial flowers. They leaned against each other so they didn’t fall. A third was leaning upright against the altar, facing them, as if he were the priest officiating.


The others, up to fourteen, lean against the wall like guests at the wedding. One has lost his balance and lies on the ground. Another has a sly, crooked expression that sends an icy shiver through me, it’s so bizarre.


They must be friars of the monastery, dead a very long time. Bits of their habit still stick to their skin. They are bone dry, as if made of parchment, which is explained by the dryness of the air in this country and by the niches being located at a considerable height inside thick stone walls. They are so strange, so still and so parched! My feeling of terror vanished. How could I be petrified when the main door was wide open behind me, and beyond that the glorious rays of the midday summer sun?


No longer terrified, I did feel a keen sense of strangeness still: those objects were simply incomprehensible. The idea of a mummy is too hard to grasp. We cannot imagine we’ll become such an object someday, carried here and there, stiff and empty – emptied of what? Of soul, you will say; but whatever is that?


That must be momentous if its departure leads to such dramatic changes. What do I have in common with a mummy? Materially everything, yet in fact nothing at all.


And what does one make of this business of stationing them as if they were getting married? Obscene and macabre: they’ve grotesquely inserted a candle, maybe an Easter candle, into the bridegroom mummy. I’d like to meet the man who disinterred these mummies and make him tell all. Perhaps I’d get nothing out of him – they are all probably unaware of the symbolism they are putting into play. And as for us, what do we know of our instincts? Who has ever been that interested in the reproduction of the species…? Who ever thinks about it when we’re at it? Bah, nobody remembers, yet it is nevertheless what stirs us. Sex and death, the obscene and the macabre, two abysses that make you dizzy. I feel as if the macabre has ambushed me in this village: the vulture trap on one side, the monastery on the other. And as I face these mummies, which are so dry, the endless thirst which I felt near the vulture trap returns.


Live, live once and for all, enjoy it in one big gulp before you end up stiff for all eternity!


OLIVEL, 7 AUGUST


A stone staircase leads off from the church, its steps polished by feet that have climbed up over the years to the top floor, where the friars’ cells are located. A large hallway at the top of the stairway is strewn with huge antiphonaries, their parchment pages enclosed between studded wooden covers. There are several abandoned harmoniums – the church doesn’t have an organ – and heaps of books, mostly from the eighteenth century. I found a complete edition, an English first edition, of Cook’s travels with engravings that reproduce the drawings made by the artist who sailed in his frigate. Just the thing for the long hours when I’m on guard duty in the village!


In one of the cells I found a four-volume treatise on the cultivation of flowers, also eighteenth century, with engravings, these having been handtinted with watercolours, re-creating the colours of each species with great precision and verve. The flower of the pomegranate is a glorious red – and brought the mistress of the castle to mind. Why? What kind of glory? Glorious sin or glorious tragedy? How melodramatic, my God! The uncertain glory of an April day? It’s strange, but she gave a start when I told her I was intending to visit the monastery. “Keep away from that place … the Virgin’s gone … it’s terrifying.” She too must have been terrifying years ago; beauty is terrifying when it reaches a certain level; hers is stylised and terrifying even now. Lots of women are attractive, but few are beautiful. I’m unlikely ever to meet another who will make me think of Michelangelo’s La Notte the way she does. She has that disagreeable effect on me that small men must experience when talking to tall women, yet I am taller than her – I’ve worked that out on the sly. I’m a good six inches taller.




Piaceme il sonno e più l’esser de sasso1





Why do I spend so much time thinking about this woman? Because I’m bored out of my mind in this back of beyond! How old is she? Ten years older than me? She gives the impression that she’s faded more than her age warrants, and that’s natural enough given the horrors she has seen. That isn’t what is extraordinary. What is extraordinary is how this premature withering, tinged with melancholy, actually enhances her.


Another cell has a small cupboard set in the thick wall that opens onto the outside but can be opened from the inside as well. I could hear a kind of humming, like the sound of wheat running through a sieve; I heard it from a distance, then right next to me, almost inside my ear. I decided to open the cupboard door. The cupboard was made of worm-eaten wood and measured no more than ten centimetres square. Here was the key to the mystery: it was a hollow space purpose built for bees to make their hives. The little beasts carry on working, indifferent to our ups and downs, without a care in the world – and the cupboard is full of honey! Their buzzing, now I know it’s them, keeps me company over the long hours I spend in the monastery.


The next-door cell holds more surprises: a cramped spiral staircase, also concealed within the thick central wall, which goes up to a small attic that houses a pigeon loft.


The pigeons also carry on without a care in the world; several females are brooding. They’ve become wild. When they hear my steps the males fly off; the females look at me in fear but don’t move from their nest boxes.


I then explored underground, discovering a huge cellar: the monastery’s main product was wine. The miller had told me how the anarchists started sacking the cellar – with a drunken binge on claret and Maccabeus, the two varieties of wine the friars produced. But it appears to have been an orderly binge: the barrels are still in perfect shape and almost full; so they seem to have inspired more respect than the niches. One barrel is enormous: a hogshead, which they call “vessel” in Catalonia, with a capacity for tonnes, as if it were a barge. It is made of oak, its history inscribed on its front with a shield and a date: 1585.


I wish my imagination could reconstruct that long hot night at the end of July last year. An orgy of wine, blood and mummies scorched by the dog days of summer. Were women involved? The miller assures me they were not. Well, the detail of the Easter candle … it had struck me as a female idea, the wit of some lusty woman.


The miller is trenchant. The murderers were seven strangers who constituted the “committee”. They dragged along half a dozen wretches from the village to help disinter the mummies. “Six poor fellows … we in the village know the lot.” “Do they still live there?” “Yes, you bet, but don’t give them away; all they did was dig out the dead.”


The miller saw them coming and going from the mill, that was the route from village to monastery along the gully, and there wasn’t a woman among them. What’s more, and I find this really intriguing, he says they simply placed the deceased against the wall under the niches. He’s very surprised by what I tell him about the wedding scene.


“But they weren’t like that, I tell you, lootenant. They never were!”


“Are you sure you really remember?”


“The last time I was there, some four months ago, they weren’t like you say, Don Luisico, but as I told you: lined up against the wall. I’m telling you straight, lootenant!”


“And what about the Easter candle?” He looked at me with eyes as big as oranges. He didn’t understand. When he did, he burst out laughing: “Crikey, whoever did that is a filthy fellow! But they didn’t, I swear they didn’t, lootenant. I can tell ’oo they are, but don’t you give them away. One’s Pachorro, the ’unchback, who lives near the fountain; the other, el Restituto, ain’t quite right in the ’ead.”


I should pay the six of them a visit to see if I can get to the bottom of this.


On one of my first visits – I’d go every day, it was a constant lure – I was brought to a halt in the doorway by the din emanating from the cells. Cheerful out-of-tune notes from flutes, violins, double bass, mixed up with childish voices and laughter and footsteps so light they seemed like wings in flight. What was all that about? I went cautiously up the stairs: I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a swarm of cherubim having fun. It was a band of shepherd boys from the area who’d shut their goats in the monastery stable so they could come up and play the harmoniums. The sight of me created panic. They were hilarious as they ran off in their big straw hats, their velvet breeches reaching below their knees, and I was dumbstruck for quite some time.


I took food with me so I didn’t have to return to Olivel at midday and thus had time to investigate the piles of books calmly and methodically. Most were theological and many were in Latin, but there were also lots I found very interesting; that’s where I found the Criticón, a first edition in fact, that later helped me kill so many hours on night-time guard duty. When I felt hungry I went down to the cellar to eat lunch. It’s deep and gloomy; I have to grope my way down well-worn millstone steps. As your foot seeks out the next step, wave after wave of cool air hits you with an aroma of wine. Once among the casks, I lit a small oil lamp that I had to hand, and I ate; I couldn’t have done that upstairs, where the presence of the mummies hung so heavy in the air. The coolness of the cellar and the smell of wine is refreshing. The flickering oil lamp projects shadows from the barrels on walls built from crudely hewn ashlars that are draped with thick cobwebs, some perhaps hundreds of years old. The claret was cold, very dry and fragrant, and tasted slightly of flintstone and sulphur. This was presumably on account of the sulphur matches or straws with which they will have fumigated the insides of the empty casks before transferring the new wine, according to the practice of the best wine growers; the Maccabeus was more like syrup and left a mellow taste between palate and tongue. I blew out the lamp with a puff and retraced my steps. I had to cross the church once more and walk to the cells with the largest heaps of antique books.


On one of these many afternoons, more embroiled than usual in my inspection of abandoned books, I came across an edition of Petrarch’s sonnets printed by Elzevir and a seventeenth-century Summa Theologica with some outstanding vignettes. I was looking at them when a very loud clap of thunder interrupted my thoughts. I looked up at the window: the sky was darkening in sudden waves, as if a scene changer were switching off the lights behind a backcloth of clouds. Another thunderclap, this time cracked and hollow, broke over the monastery and I felt the lightning must have made a direct hit on the belfry, which had no bell within it.


A deathly glimmer gave the landscape the strangest pallor. The inside of the monastery was in darkness; lightning and thunder ran into each other. The lightning seemed to illuminate the interior more sharply than it did the landscape, presumably because the objects inside were closer to my eyes, but the final effect filled me with anguish. On nights when a dry storm, the most unnerving of all, is raging, I see the Earth more clearly than the sky; the sky is black and stifling, while a faint glow hovers above the Earth. This anguish we bear must be prompted by the feeling that the universe enclosing us is all shadows: shadows beyond.


A summer deluge began and the rain took a great weight off my shoulders: a dry storm is frustrating. The downpour lashed the great roof of the monastery, which resounded like an empty box.


I had to go back to the village, but first I had to get through the church. I walked back, staring hard at the square of brightness that was the open doorway ahead. I was halfway down the nave when the two sides of the door began to swing on their hinges and shut with a moan that rang around the vaults. The shadows had turned to total darkness and I was trapped inside. I was alone with the mummies.


Know what I did? I crossed myself and prayed the Lord’s Prayer: there’s nothing like terror to bring us to our knees. A draught had shut the door, I opened it easily. Outside it was raining cats and dogs. I ran to the elm tree: Acorn had gone. A piece of the reins hanging there said it all: scared by the thunder, the animal had snapped the thongs and made its escape.


Within a second I was drenched as thoroughly as if I’d fallen to the bottom of a pond. What could I do? Go back in and spend the night in one of the cells? Not likely: I would be too terrified. It would be madness to think of reaching the village without my mare, but I could try to make it as far as the mill.


I was a long way from the monastery when I realised that the Parral wasn’t the usual brook but a great river swelling by the minute. I couldn’t walk any further along the gully. I would have to scramble up and spend the night in the open on the slope. Upon reaching the top I spotted a small light – the light from a fairy tale! I made my way through the undergrowth and a blinding curtain of water and finally reached the mysterious brightness, where I found the miller, the miller’s wife and their five or six little millers.


With the aid of an axe they had improvised a small shack from trunks of juniper, with a roof made of branches of rosemary and lentiscus. The wife was crying, her children huddled against her, the oldest staring at her with serious, dark eyes, while the young ones slept. The miller made room for me: “Don Luisico, see what a sad, wretched mess we’re in.”


“My mill’s dead an’ gone!” she wailed. “My litt’l chicks are dead that allus laid me eggs! The sow we bought is dead, and we fed ’er on such lurvely slops!”


He stared at the bottom of the ravine as if looking for the remains of his mill in the pitch dark.


“There’s another mill in the district, upstream from the village. If only they’d rent it to us, but for note until we mill our first flour …”


“Whose is it?”


“It’s the dead carlán’s, may he rest in Glory. You get on well with the mistress, I mean Olivela, you could …”


“Don’t yer think for one minute, lootenant,” she spoke as she stopped crying, “that I wish ’er ill; I didn’t mean anything ’orrible when I spoke about ’er afore.”


At least better think that now.


Before daylight broke we started our retreat along the ridge. We found the locals out in the street in Olivel: the women screaming and moaning and the men silent. The downpour had swept away their plots of land. Their harvests of hemp and corn were completely ruined. The poor folk’s last hope lay with the saffron that grows on the dry lands outside the ravine, this being the crop that brings most money in good years.


Old Olegària – the old dear in the house where I’m lodged – was upset, wondering what might have become of me. I’ve yet to tell you about this coarse old woman who, with the best intentions in the world, cooks me dishes from hell; they are exactly the same as those she cooked for her grandson. I’ll tell you about him some other day.


I’d received a letter from Trini: “Your little boy is insatiable when it comes to fairy stories. He asks for more, for yet another. ‘Father used to tell me more,’ he protests, and even adds, ‘Father’s were better.’ I’ve started telling him stories about wicked stepmothers and he loves them. He opens eyes as big as oranges when he’s listening and finds it hard to understand the father’s role in the stories: what did the boy’s father do? To soothe him, I say that the stepmother would beat the father too …”


Old Olegària knows as much about the state of my boy as I do. She’s illiterate – all the women in the village are – but she always knows when a letter is from Trini by the envelope.


Naturally she thinks we are husband and wife. I see no need to enlighten her, as it would be beyond her. She waits for me to finish reading before asking me for the latest news about Ramonet, taking a lively interest in him – as if she knew no other children.


She is quite ancient and lives with her only daughter, also a widow, who looks as if she’s past fifty. The dishes they cook for me deserve a term: they are horrific. One Sunday they wanted to give me chicken for a treat. They still haven’t mastered the art of roasting in these parts. They drown the chicken in a saucepan filled to the top with oil and then boil it. When I take my first bite, I grimace with the shock of tasting so much oil.


“Isn’t the chicken cooked properly? Don’t you think it’s got enough oil?” She told me the village had given me up for dead when they saw the mare ride up by itself with its reins snapped.


“So where is Acorn now?”


“In ’er castle, Don Luisico, like a flash! Don’ need no ’elp to get to ’er manger. ’er does that by instinct. Beasts ’ave a character of their own.”


Quite unawares, she had defined herself perfectly. Old Olegària is so much a beast and a character!


OLIVEL DE LA VIRGEN, SUNDAY, 8 AUGUST


The Parral is bubbling cheerfully along its usual course, as if it had never gone crazy. The saffron crop on the dry lands looks better than for many a year and the farmers are hoping it will make up for the loss of their hemp and corn harvests.


News from the battalion: we now have a machine-gun company. I was crossing the main street yesterday when I saw an officer well past forty, stout, in hunting boots, with a huge S-shaped pipe in his mouth. His little bright sly Mongolian eyes reminded me of someone, though I couldn’t think who.


“It’s Picó. Don’t you remember me? We went for a swim together …”


“So what brings you to Olivel?”


“They’ve put us together with your battalion.” He puffed on his pipe as he closed his little eyes, “And have you been in touch with Soleràs?”


“No, I’ve not seen him since.”


“He’s a cultured young man, but the filthiest in the brigade. We were camping out in the open in January. We slept in heaps of three or four, with all our blankets on top. The officers made separate piles, naturally; one must avoid being too familiar with the troops. Can you believe it, he was too much for me because he stank like a billy goat! ‘Hey, lad, I’d rather you didn’t sleep with us.’ He was forced to sleep by himself, out in the open, in temperatures of six or seven below. You know what he did? He stretched out under the dung from the company’s mules. Then there was a heavy snowfall: ‘That Soleràs,’ we said, ‘on his tod and with just one blanket will be frozen as stiff as a mummy.’ In the morning he assured us he’d been sweating the whole night long.”


“I bet he had. Covered by mule turds with a foot of snow would be like sleeping under four eiderdowns! It wasn’t such a bad idea.”


“What can I say? I’d prefer frostbite and gangrene. Culture’s all very well, but without hygiene …”


Today I made the obligatory visit to the carlana to apologise for what had happened to the mare. I mentioned the millers: “I’ve no worries about renting them the Albernes mill. I’d like to help them.”


I’m writing this in my bedroom, that is, from old Olegària’s grandson’s. I’ve taken to it, though not to the grandson, whom I’ve yet to meet. This is a square whitewashed room with eight gnarled reddish juniper beams in a ceiling still reeking of resin. A west-facing window overlooks the main village square. An iron bedstead painted a pale red, a reed chair and pine table comprise all the furniture. For one’s “hygiene”, as Picó would say, there is a hand basin, that is, a washbowl on an iron tripod; old Olegària keeps an eye out so I always have a clean towel and a square of bitter almond soap that perfumes the whole room. See what an improvement this is on Castel de Olivo! I write with the light from the rump end of a candle listening to crickets through an open window. The air’s warm and I’m starting to feel sleepy. I can hear the voices of Gallart and Ponsetti who are crossing the main square. They must be on their way to Melitona’s tavern. While they stay there into the early hours, I’ll be sleeping soundly in bed – which is the best place to be at night. The mattress sags in the middle. Initially, it irritated me so much I couldn’t get to sleep. Now I’ve become so used to it that I would miss it: it’s become familiar and keeps me company. And old Olegària’s grandson must be missing it right now …


I’m falling asleep and thinking about my conversation with the carlana as if I’d dreamed it.


“Have you known the miller and his wife very long?”


“All my life. We’re from the same village.”


“Of course, from Olivel.”


“No, not Olivel. Castel de Olivo.”


“You aren’t from Olivel?”


“Santiaga and I are first cousins. Some years ago, when her husband was looking for a mill, she asked Enric for ours. But Enric knew she was gossiping about me, so he refused to rent it to them. I’m not spiteful and should help a cousin if I can.”


It’s odd the miller’s wife hadn’t told me they were related. Does she find it embarrassing? Or … doesn’t she really believe it to be true? “If she’s turned out so stuck up, must ’ave been some graft or other” – obviously only a hypothesis, but hypotheses could take us a long way …


“The Albernes mill pond holds double what the other can take. We used it to water our cultivated plots. If they want, I’ll rent them the land as well so they can get the benefit of both.”


I wasn’t really interested in what she was saying; it was as if she were talking about things very remote: Santiaga and the Albernes mill. I was listening not to the words but to her voice. I’ve woken up some nights with a start, thinking I could hear her voice in my sleep, warm and voluptuous like perfume, serious and thoughtful like a solemn promise …


OLIVEL, 10 AUGUST


I spent yesterday in Castel de Olivo. They’d summoned me from brigade headquarters to draw up an indictment: something as complicated as it was trifling. If you only knew how I hate drawing up indictments. I did all I could to postpone it.


I reached Olivel after midnight. I had walked because Acorn still remembers her drenching and won’t budge from her stable, where she’s well wrapped up in burlap sacking. The shortcut from Castel de Olivo runs alongside a broad, barren valley with healthy marshlands beyond. Hundreds, if not thousands, of toads of different kinds live in the valley – big, medium and small. Each lent its distinct, clear, precise note to the chorus: a magic trill of tinkling glass bells. The moonless night made every one of its stars twinkle – as distinct, clear and precise as these notes. I’d been walking for an hour and a half with a similar distance to go and sat down there, completely entranced by the wizardry of the desert, the toads and the night. Sagittarius was flourishing its bow of stars at the very heart of the Milky Way, where it becomes as dense as a cloud of diamond dust. I shivered from time to time, feeling the night-time breeze, or terror, and I thought of her and her voice and told myself: She is the first real woman I’ve ever met.


The world is so lovely, yet we turn our backs on it to manufacture private sordid little hells … Poor Soleràs! “The hell I’m manufacturing for my own private use is so cramped,” he’d said, “there’s no room for anyone else.” Why does he avoid me, the only person in the brigade who likes him?


I found him in Castel de Olivo.


I decided to pay my old landlady a visit: “You’re back? That friend of yours is sleeping up in the attic.”


“Soleràs?”


It must have been gone two and he was having a snooze. I walked slowly upstairs to give him a surprise. The attic still silently exhaled the stench of rabbits I knew so well and the shutters were closed. He turned over in his bed. I couldn’t see him, I was still blinded coming in from the light, but I heard him whisper sarcastically: “And what are you doing here?”


I told him how I’d been summoned to draw up an indictment – “as they might have summoned you,” I added, “given that you too have a law degree.”


“If I’d known you were coming to Olivel today, I’d have left for Montforte.”


“Thanks very much. We’ve not seen each other for two months.”


“If you had a clearer idea of things, you wouldn’t want to see me.”


“A clearer idea of what?”


“Lluís, you and I should hate each other.”


“Why should I hate you? Because of your so-called perversions? I’ve known you far too long. You like to act the cynic and I know the story by heart. It’s like water off a duck’s back. Your vices are imaginary. You’re hypocritical when it comes to vice: that’s your only virtue. All that morphine business was complete nonsense. I expect you were really drinking lime infusions.”


“I’m not prepared to tolerate your insults,” he growled.


“I’ve even reached the point of doubting your aunt ever had any visions.”


“Do you doubt the existence of Saint Philomena?”


“Her existence is one thing …”


“To exist or not to exist, that is the question. One doesn’t get the aunt one asks for, you know; in fact, we get the aunts we deserve. And what about the Innocents?”


“What Innocents?”


“Do you also doubt the existence of the Holy Innocents?” His bass voice was becoming more emphatic. “Do you deny the existence of the llufa?2 So many people carry them quite unawares; very important individuals, great men, sublime men,” and he laughed unpleasantly. “They don’t realise and never will; they forget they have a behind, they are so sublime! They don’t even believe in llufas. They are sceptics, didn’t you know, and sceptics are duty-bound not to believe in anything. However, they do believe in themselves and their own importance; Satan, with his fine sense of humour, has stuck his llufa on them. A little portable hell embedded just where they can’t see it. And I’m not only referring to jetblack sceptics; there are light-pink sceptics who are even more startling. They don’t believe in hell, they are so angelical: innocent lilies! It happens particularly with certain ladies; ladies from the best families, didn’t you know, frightful ladies, ladies who go to Saint Vicenç de Paül’s lectures. They don’t believe in the llufa but carry it embedded in their behinds! A portable little hell. As they are ladies of such good breeding, I take particular note. They worry a lot about their faces, but their face is their least interesting feature, indeed, quite the contrary.”


“And why can’t you stop spouting this nonsense?”


He gave me a withering glance: “I suppose you have heard of Easter candles.”


“Easter candles?”


He pointed to the wall full of little figures and stupid graffiti. I had opened the shutters to let in some light and fresh air.


“Let us imagine you’re right, that my vices are purely imaginary,” he went on, as I inspected the wall: it had new drawings which I was sure weren’t there when I had the attic. “I’ll add another adjective: solitary. What an association of adjectives to toy with! A good association of adjectives is a good enough start. Let’s imagine that I hid from everyone simply to take lime infusions …”


There evidently were new drawings; one, especially, was very striking. It portrayed a kind of procession of men or women – it was impossible to tell which because their creator had sketched them very roughly. What was striking was that they were each carrying a big candle, lit and dripping molten wax, and a llufa on their back.


“I don’t know if you have ever noticed that the Easter candle is lit on glorious Holy Saturday and extinguished on Ascension Thursday, then see you again next year! We all live in the hope that it will be lit again come glorious Holy Saturday, that is, at the beginning of spring. But there will be a year when it won’t happen. A year when spring won’t return. Have you never thought how April, that month of uncertain glory, escapes our grasp? And uncertain or not, it is the only glory. So, back to our Easter candles …”


“Let Easter candles be. I’m an unbeliever but I respect sacred things.”


“I’m the complete reverse. I believe. If I didn’t, why would I take pleasure in mocking them? If only I could stop believing! How I envy you people who don’t believe or think you don’t believe! You, for example, are the luckiest of the lucky. When faith might be a nuisance and get in the way, you lose sight of it; when you need it, it comes back. Don’t deny that’s your technique. A technique that couldn’t be bettered! On the other hand, I work the opposite way: faith blocks my path when I’d prefer to forget it and doesn’t come when I call on it.”


“Do you really think this makes the slightest impression on me? We who don’t have any faith wish we did, but the contrary … to have faith and wish we didn’t … would be absurd …”


“Exactly. The absurd has sunk its teeth into us, and we find evil attractive. We’ve been granted so little time to do all the evil we’d like to! We’d do much more, but alas, we don’t have the time. Conversely, do you think doing evil is as easy as some people believe? Not just any old evil, but the evil one really wants to commit, because, you know, doing evil that doesn’t appeal is of no interest … That’s the evil to cap all evils, being able to do what is of no interest at all, while in the meantime life rushes by. April is rushing from us, believe me, and this blasted war will spoil it for us. It may last a long time, long enough to bugger us all. You lack imagination; you think this is a summer shower that catches you unawares and that a good thyme broth will shortly appear, a soup steaming by the hearth after you’ve changed your socks and shirt. You’ll be in time for your good thyme broth! Nausea is what will appear, or perhaps you didn’t hear the news? Are you certain that word means nothing to you?”


He said all this without getting out of bed. Then stretched out an arm and took his canteen from the reed chair that doubled as his bedside table.


“Would you like a swig? It’s cognac. I mean that, it’s cognac, not rotgut. And fascist cognac into the bargain! The genuine article from Andalusia! A bottle that has survived …”


He drank from the spout, wiped his lips and got back again on his high horse.


“You still haven’t told me how you reacted to the Easter candle in the monastery in Olivel. There’s something quite remarkable in Olivel apart from the mummies. I suppose you must have noticed.”


“What do you mean?”


“The carlana. Don’t miss out on her. She’s remarkable on more than one score … but what’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong, don’t be such an idiot.”


“It’s common knowledge that the carlana …”


“That the carlana what?”


“Lets you ride her horse. She wouldn’t let me.”


“So now you’re spying on what I do?”


“You surely realise that news of one’s friends circulates in a brigade. I know that you go to the monastery every day and mount the lady’s beast; don’t be offended, I do mean her horse. I even know that you spend your time salvaging antique books and other portable items of value. I shall reassure you by saying that this is all deemed praiseworthy. Your battalion commander has told the brigade commander as much, praising your attachment to culture to the skies. Everybody in this brigade is in favour of culture and hygiene; it’s not like the ‘flatfooted’ brigade. The whole weight of the brigade is behind your culture and behind you putting a little order into that ‘historic building’ – the whole brigade knows it is ‘historic’ – with a view to returning it to the Friars of the Virgin of Mercy in good shape when circumstances allow. Know what I mean by circumstances, right?”


“Like a book, but no need to be reticent. I find your reticence irritating.”


“So much in life is irritating and we must learn to put up with it … Religion, for example, as we’ve mentioned friars and monasteries; religion slots perfectly into this conversation. Why do we find religion so irritating? If it were false, we wouldn’t, it would be great fun. It’s irksome when they poke our sores – the sore that runs the most. And don’t be under any illusion, their aim is deliberate and that’s why they irritate. We’d all like to do the same, with great gusto, but we can’t; April is disappearing fast. They do us and undo us and never ask our opinion. Who? Why? ‘Young fellow, you just mind your own business.’ Fine, if you want to hide the who and the why from us, why not the how as well? Godella is a wonderful estate and the dog days there set me up a secret rendezvous with the most obscure dreams, a rendezvous soaked with salt-laden scents. The sea is nearby. Naturally, my aunt forbade me to go. I was forced to swim hiding from her, not on the beach that you could see from the house but on a cove where you could swim in the nude. My aunt refused to buy me swimming trunks.


“And it was in that cove that … I was twelve at the time. I heard voices before I got there; two voices, a woman’s and a man’s, foreigners. I’ve always found foreigners intriguing. I hid among the reeds and fennel in order to spy on them. He was blonde, with a deep tan, and had clearly been sunbathing a lot; tall, broad shouldered, with hair so thick on his chest it ruffled his shirt, hair that glinted like gold on his chocolate skin. He laughed loudly, showing splendid white teeth that gleamed quite offensively, the kind only perfect savages sport. As you know, I’ve had bad teeth from the age of twelve … They’d just landed in a motorboat they’d moored on the beach. They were foreigners, I didn’t understand a word they said, and that’s why foreigners have always intrigued me – because I don’t understand them – so I hung on and spied on them. My nose was full of the scent of fennel scorched by the August sun and they were laughing and chatting. I wanted to know what foreigners do. People who speak so strangely must also do strange things, or so I thought. She seemed much bigger than him: one of those well-fed mature Nordic women who are apparently made of a hard elastic substance like solid rubber. They came to the cove every morning in their boat and did so throughout that summer; I’d hear the hum of the motor from Godella and run to my hideout. One day I found a dead donkey that had been abandoned by gypsies halfway along the path. From that moment on I found the donkey more interesting than the foreigners. It didn’t smell the first day, and I’d even say it lay there in a civilised fashion; only a hint on its lips, a cynical expression, as if it had a hidden agenda, betrayed the fact that it held a surprise in store. It was planning – as later developments would testify – to stink to high heaven. The day after it was so swollen it was barely recognisable; I suspected the village butcher of being responsible. The butcher inflated kid goats before skinning them because he said it was easier once they were blown up; that butcher – Pancras by name, for your information – would inflate them through their behinds, using a reed. I was fascinated by my donkey’s swollen paunch and punctured him with the needle-sharp point of a marine bulrush. I extracted the reed and the little hole hissed like a mouth full of saliva as the donkey deflated gradually, like a tyre. Its stink filled the air … and I fled. It was unbearable. I fled to my hideout by the cove. The foreigners were there and the man was laughing more outrageously than ever, flashing his savage’s teeth. I threw up. I threw up like a god lamenting his creation. You don’t believe me, as always; you think I invented all this. Well, not one bit: I did throw up. Like so many people, you think we only came into this world to drink lime infusions. Well no, I’m not inventing a thing; I threw up. I must have told Nati: ‘There are foreigners on that cove who say very curious things you can’t understand, and there’s a dead donkey as well … They do even stranger things and the donkey swells up and deflates.’ She refused to go; she was more scared by the foreigners and the donkey than by the railway line. I tell you, I’m not fibbing; I speak with my hand on my heart … I went every day, expecting the spectacle of putrefaction to begin, but it didn’t. The foreigners stopped coming towards the end of September and the donkey couldn’t make its mind up. I was intrigued and poked it with a stick; an army of rats was scurrying inside its parchmented skin. They’d made a hole in its belly and eaten its insides while respecting its skin, its appearance. I find this respect for appearances that one sees throughout nature quite peculiar, this need to respect appearances and hide away on a solitary cove … You refuse to believe me, you never have, yet you don’t want to mistrust me. I hope you don’t think I find it pleasurable to inspire so little mistrust and to have suffered toothache from the age of twelve … They do and undo us, they inflate and deflate us, there’s nothing a child likes more than this double mystery: how they both do and undo us. Not that they ask us for our opinion: ‘You just mind your own business.’”


“Have you finished?”


“I have for the moment. I felt inspired, Lluís, and had to make the most of you being here to listen. I’ve occasionally tried to speak to myself, I mean out loud; but it’s demoralising. You fantasise about my vices, Lluís; they’re neither as imaginary as you think, nor as solitary. No, solitude isn’t my strong point. I need accomplices, you understand? I get demoralised speaking out loud to myself; I need an accomplice to listen in. It’s like the love that we all know as a crime, but its most unpleasant feature is that we can’t perpetrate love without having an accomplice.”


“You’re being really stupid.”


“No, I’m not. Baudelaire, your beloved Baudelaire, said that first! But didn’t you know that there are people who maintain the universe inflates and deflates like a bellows? That’s right, I said ‘the universe’, why stare at me like that? It inflates, then deflates, and for ever and ever, amen. But why don’t we speak of things that affect us more immediately? I don’t know if you’ve heard that some tins of condensed milk … the El Pagés brand to be precise … have gone missing.”


“From Supplies? The indictment I have to draw up is all about these missing tins. I’ve deferred it for lack of information. I also find acting the role of prosecutor most annoying.”


He glanced at me in a curious, mocking manner, that short-sighted, spectacle-less stare of his; he grinned and chuckled sarcastically: “What a coincidence! It’s a small world. You should know that the person stealing these tins of El Pagés is yours truly. What a pity you have postponed the indictment! I steal from soldiers on the front line to give to whores in the rearguard. Ever since they assigned me to the Train Corps I go to the rearguard every so often in a truck. If only you knew what they can give you in exchange for a tin of milk! Some of them have children … It’s so sad when a child dies from the lack of a tin of El Pagés milk … You see, a mother’s milk is a very sensitive thing, and they’re not rough children, born anyhow. Perhaps you’ll still have time to reverse the postponement and try me. A summary judgement will do: we are troops on a war footing, after all. An execution would break this enervating boredom and the whole brigade would give you a vote of thanks.”


Naturally I didn’t believe a word of all this. He says these things to arouse admiration or to shock. I knew his routine by heart.


“You are as incapable of stealing a tin of El Pagés as you are of spearing a dead donkey with the point of a marine bulrush and all the other crazy things you’ve just mentioned.”


“As you like, Lluís, you play it your way. You are missing out on a splendid opportunity to … rid yourself of your ‘best friend’. It’s odd you don’t see that. Perhaps you’d get it if you read The Horns of Roland. Or the article on ‘The Bicycle’ in the Espasa Encyclopedia. What a great book that is! One of the greatest books ever written; at least nobody disputes that, though that’s another story.”


When I reached Olivel, everyone was asleep. There was no light in any window. The streets were deserted. Even so, I found Captain Gallart and his inseparable Ponsetti in the square.


I couldn’t think what that pair were hiding up their sleeves, whether they were after a girl or a wine cellar – or both things at once. It was obvious from the sight and smell of them that they were tipsier than usual: “Nobody understands us! You heard!” trumpeted the “Publicist of the public highway” with the rhetorical glee of someone on carrer Pelayo extolling the virtues of a pen or an umbrella. “Right, nobody understands us!” Gallart repeated. “We desperately need another guitar.” “It’s the ‘flatfooted’ brigade …” moaned Ponsetti. The only thing I managed to get clarity on was that their guitar had disappeared and they suspected that the “flatfooted” brigade – our neighbour and rival – had nicked it from them; I also thought I’d fathomed that there was a new development in the battalion it would be worth digging out.
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