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Quant à moi, je serais bien content
si un jour on venait à prétendre
qu’Henri Bergson n’a pas existé.


HENRI BERGSON







In Memoriam
Juan Goytisolo 1931–2017




I


I found out quite by chance because I was in touch with a small group of Catalan nuns who were surviving in semi-clandestine conditions while waiting to be shipped off to the Caribbean; they were sending our poor nuns really a long way from our country, to South America, Africa, and the Philippines. And one of these nuns happened to be his sister. They had transported him from the frontier to Barcelona heavily manacled, on the 3rd; but she didn’t find out until the 8th, nor did anyone else who wasn’t in on the secret. She tried several times to get into Montjuïc castle that day and the day after, all to no avail. Finally at 7.00 p.m. on the 10th she did manage to see him, three metres away, and behind bars: “He was very calm; he spoke to me clearly, as he always did.” She saw him again two days later; they allowed her to go into his cell. He hugged her, she sobbed, he cheered her up; he could barely stand because of the injuries inflicted on his back and legs when he was interrogated: “I’m fifty-eight,” he told her, “could I have ever dreamt of a more beautiful death?” The military trial was held on the 14th; they didn’t allow her in, she had to stay outside by the door. The officers began to leave at eleven o’clock; one of them was the defence lawyer, who told her: “He was the calmest person in the whole room; his serenity shames us all.” At 9.00 p.m. the defence lawyer appeared on the doorstep of the flat where the nuns had found refuge: “Start the preparations for his burial.” She decided to go back up to Montjuïc: she had no authorisation, but got in anyway. He stuck his head through his cell skylight: “Where are you going, my child? What do you think you are doing at this time of night?” Because it was almost midnight. When she said she wanted to give him one last hug, he replied, rather taken aback: “But if they were going to do it now, they’d be getting me ready.” A jailer then said: “They’ll read out your sentence very soon.”


“Oh, will they?” he responded calmly, “I thought they’d have got me ready first.”


They let her go into the cell and spend three hours with her brother; then she had to leave. Dawn was breaking over the sea on a new day, October 15; he was executed at 6.30 in the moat of the old castle. He had taken his shoes off so his feet could touch the land for which he was dying. I still have the letter Sister Ramona wrote to me in my yellowing papers among a few items from those distant days; my eyes always mist over when I reread it:




They gave his corpse over to my care; there was a smile on his face. It was the morning of St Teresa’s Day and I told myself I had to be as strong as the women described in the Gospels. By his niche I offered my life if needs be so that all upstanding men who are living far from our country or rotting in prisons could return to their homes; I prayed to St Teresa for our country, so foreigners don’t put an end to it and to us all. Then I declared out loud to all those present: “Senyors, may God forgive you, for you know not what you do.” I said that without clenching my fist or holding out my hand: I said that, crossing my arms over my chest, on that day of St Teresa, on the mountain of Montjuïc, facing the sea.1





It is natural for us now to see that war as having been banished to the mists of the past, a war as remote as our own youth – and yet, like our youth, it seems as if it were only yesterday. Or perhaps it is because I am a pendulum that has come to a halt; perhaps every pendulum halts for ever once it has marked the hour of glory, of uncertain glory. I am ashamed to confess that I have never put my youth or my war behind me. I carry them, and always will, like an infection in my blood! I long regretfully for both with a sorrow that is as guilty as it is relentless . . . the scent of youth and war, of burning woods and drenched grass, that life of wandering, those starry nights when we found such strange peace in our sleep; everything seems carefree in that realm of uncertainty, with uncertain glory in our hearts, at war when we are twenty, the war and our hearts so fresh and full of hope! War is a foolish thing, perhaps that’s why it is so deeply rooted in men’s hearts; boys play at war even though nobody ever taught them. War is a foolish thing, a thirst for glory that can never be satisfied – but what of love? Glory and love in this world? And all youth is but the uncertain glory of an April morning, dark storm clouds criss-crossed by lightning flashes of glory, but what kind of glory? What kind of glory, Lord? You wake up, and how sad it is to wake up after a night of feverish delirium. Perhaps the worst of war is the peace that follows . . . You wake up from your youth and think you have been feverish and delirious, yet you cling to the memory of that delirious madness, of those stormy shadows, as if they were the only worthwhile things this world possessed. I am but a survivor, a ghost; my only life, my memories.


After the delirium I entered a Tunnel. Groping my way in the dark, I could hear muffled shouts as I moved forward; the tunnel was so long, the darkness so black, the shouts so muffled! And that lasted for years.


We floated like flotsam from a shipwreck, cut off from all friends and acquaintances. If you happened to recognise someone else marooned, adrift among the scattered debris, a face you identified among so many cadaverous faces drifting down streets, you were more likely to feel uneasy. You never knew what that individual might have done in his delirious madness, or what he could be doing now; you would try to slip into the hungry grey crowd before he spotted you. We mistrusted one another; conversely, everybody was crushed under the weight of their own selfish worries. The port was deserted, the rail-lines mostly destroyed, there were neither lorries nor petrol; hunger ruled. Whoever bothered to listen to the pompous speeches the radio endlessly spewed out? You only aspired to survive another day, to make it to the next morning. They had had to bring back into service old trams withdrawn as useless years earlier; more than once I saw one such contraption from another era fall apart under the burden of so many passengers, people rushing to clamber into the next tram, fighting those already inside tooth and nail; they simply had to get to work, whatever it cost, to work a sixteen-hour day so they could buy a few mouldy potatoes!


Some people had crossed the Pyrenees. Far away, another war had begun, and for my sins I sometimes felt tempted by that other war, by that fresh hope. But I soon lost heart. I wondered if it is even possible to fight more than one war. Can we love more than one woman? Can we burn again, if we are burnt out already? Can another love, another war, exist beyond that one and only love and war? What does it matter whether you win or lose? I have lost on both counts and can never be anything but a ghost; I can only live on my memories! And if I dreamt of war – and dream of it I did, my God, in those years – it was always the same one, our war, the one we fought, just as I could dream of no woman other than the one I still dream of and will for ever.


A gasogen . . . it is as if I could see one now, an unsightly device made of iron that perched like a tumour on the back of the stray cars still in circulation at the time, allowing them to run on coal dust or hazelnut shells. There was no petrol. The odd car with this hump, and a few peculiar trams that had survived from the past century, were all one ever saw on the streets of Barcelona. It was war, always war, that had now spread over the continent. You wished it had never broken out, that you could open your eyes one fine morning and rediscover the unsullied hopes of a country reborn.


The war now was . . . it was like re-encountering a girl you’d once known full of innocent dreams transformed into heaven knows what, her aged, wrinkled face caked in make-up, cruelly illuminated by the streetlight on a stinking street corner. You wished the orgy of hatred of those first post-war years had been only a nightmare, because it was like a nightmare, the memory of which has stuck. Smoke was already spiralling from the gas chambers in Germany, and those ugly lorries driven from the desolation on the other side of the river to a remote end of the city, to that huge common grave, their progress slow, they were so overloaded; they passed by in the night, covered in tarpaulins that bulged in places, as if hiding sacks of potatoes. Some people followed them, hoping a sack would fall off when they hit a pothole; once, when I was standing by the roadside near the bridge over the river, one did fall off, but it wasn’t potatoes, it was an old man. They didn’t bother picking him up; a blow from a rifle butt cleared that excrescence from the middle of the road.


Smoke was already spiralling from the gas chambers in Germany; Himmler2 was no dream. He paid a visit. There was one name I knew only too well among those who went to welcome him, it appeared on the front pages of the newspapers: Lamoneda. He had become an important person.


I only spent nine months in the concentration camp. They let me out so I could go back and finish my studies in Barcelona, because, in spite of everything, I wanted to complete my studies. I wanted to be a priest.


It was as if I had been stunned by someone; Auntie Llúcia talked and talked and I never could understand what she was saying: “Why do you stare at me like that, with your mouth gaping wide?” she asked testily, but I kept on, my mind far away. I felt severed from everything that was my previous life. I had sunk into a kind of stupor, which meant I spent hours staring into space, my mouth agape. Three years later, I had still not managed to find out anything precise about what had happened to Dr Gallifa, just as I knew nothing about Lluís, Soleràs, or any of my friends and colleagues. Of course, I had roamed the carrer de l’Arc del Teatre and nosed around the houses there looking for the anarchist’s widow; finally, some neighbours told me she had left months ago, they did not know where she was. I had written to her brother, who was now a permanent fixture on their farm; he replied that he had had no news of her since the end of November 1936. Everything was like that at the time, lost traces, evanescent lives, people you weren’t sure were dead or alive; I did at least dredge something out to a certainty: Dr Gallifa had lived in that attic. Without Dr Gallifa, Lluís, and Soleràs I felt cut off from everything and everybody. I was blown about by the winds. I was a mere wraith. I became so utterly oblivious of everything that was happening – and things were certainly happening – and so close to losing my mind that sometimes I spent hours thinking only about my telescope, the childhood instrument that had accompanied me throughout the war and that I had lost in the last days of the final debacle. I never thought of buying a new one; it wouldn’t have been my childhood gift, or the one Lluís and I peered through to find the stars in those days – those days of war – which now seemed as happy and as remote as Paradise Lost.


As far as Soleràs was concerned, all I discovered, three long years after the war, was that his octogenarian aunt now lived in Grenoble. Apparently it was where the Soleràs family was from, something he had never told me, and some distant cousins of theirs were still living in the city; from what I learnt, his aunt went off to live there at the start of the war, a detail Soleràs had concealed from us. After her nephew disappeared, she evidently decided never to return to Barcelona, where everything would have reminded her of him – though that’s only my conjecture. I never got a reply to the letters I wrote her asking for news of him – unless it was that cheap coloured religious print of the vulgar and sentimental kind I received from Grenoble inside an envelope showing no sender or any written clues apart from my address (which was, again, my Auntie Llúcia’s mansion in Sarrià). It was a picture of St Philomena.


I had to wait until the end of a rainy December before I finally had more precise information concerning Soleràs and Dr Gallifa. The news reached me most unexpectedly, via another ghost who was floating adrift, just like myself.


I had just finished my studies and was waiting to be assigned to a living. In the interim I stayed on at my aunt’s and went for strolls around Barcelona, where I had very little else to do. One morning I sat down in a bar on the Ronda de Sant Pau; I hadn’t had breakfast so I ordered a croissant and a cup of malt. There was no coffee or milk at the time, or they were in very short supply and extremely expensive; neither was there any bread, but you could eat as many croissants as you wanted, provided you could pay for them. Because of my soutane I had taken a seat in the shadowy depths of that establishment to dunk my croissant in peace. At the time a priest in a café was bound to be frowned upon, and I could hardly tell passers-by that I had just fallen out with my aunt; nor that while looking for a suitable boarding house I had not given up my room in the Sarrià mansion, where I was still sleeping, and otherwise leading a bohemian life dunking croissants in cups of malt.


I was at the back of the bar with a good view of the goldfish bowl at the other end – I mean that glassed-in extension some bars erect on the pavement during the winter months.


My ghostly alter ego was sitting at a marble table and dunking a croissant in his cup of malt, just as I was.


He was looking through the panes of glass at a street still bustling and full of colour in spite of everything, with those peculiar trams that passed to and fro like gigantic dinosaurs, their rickety iron cages almost disappearing under loads of passengers clinging desperately on. A few huge black limousines with monstrous gasogen humps also occasionally drove by. The huddled masses walked endlessly along the pavements, and it all had a rather melancholy air. The overburdened trams reminded me of carcasses being devoured by a whole anthill, and the neon advertisements, extinguished at that time of day, bore the sickly pallor of someone waking up after a night-time orgy: “Rexy Mura, goodbye bald pates”, “Rexy Mura, farewell unsightly hair”, “Barcelona by night”, and so many others, equally sad and ridiculous with their laconic slogans.


Nevertheless the pavements were full of people, however badly dressed and hungry-looking, and that was life! My ghost stared at the flow through the glass wall of the goldfish bowl: a man well into his fifties. I could only see him at an angle, against the light and from a distance, so I couldn’t make out his face. He looked like the survivor of a shipwreck now marooned on a reef, contemplating the despairing vastness of the ocean. Only that glass stood between him and life, but he sat there as if separated from the outside world for ever; you also felt the soles of his shoes had worn thin and could no longer keep out the mocking damp of that December morning passing through him like an electric current.


He threw bits of his croissant into his cup like someone throwing crumbs to fish, without conviction, that is, well aware that fish are ungrateful creatures. A steamboat hooted, something unusual in Barcelona, now mostly a deserted port. My attention was distracted from the ghost. At the time – this was before I was sent to the Caribbean – I had never been outside Spain, apart from my few weeks in the French concentration camp, and that ship’s siren sounded like a fantastic summons from remote, tropical lands, from islands eternally in flower on the other side of the ocean that I had only known in my dreams and that, one day, poor me, I would have to experience first hand. When the last vibrations of the blast had evaporated in the cold air, I gave him another glance. Imagine my surprise: the phantom ghost was walking towards me with his cup and his croissant.


It was Lamoneda.


A strangeness about his gaze made me think of a dead man staring at me from the shores of the beyond; shadowed by several days’ stubble, his pallid face communicated only disillusion. You would have said he was an abandoned dog expecting only to be kicked and beaten.


He sat next to me, muttering: “I suppose you don’t mind,” and not waiting for my response – a response that wasn’t forthcoming because shock had silenced me – he added: “We last saw each other in July 1936; the fact is . . . I have just reached fifty, idiot that I am.”


This was what he said, word for word, as an opening gambit, and he even repeated: “Yes, idiot that I am.” More than ever it felt as if we were simply two ghosts, and I remembered Soleràs (I still thought he was alive, though nobody knew where he might be): he had reminded me of a time when we’d been arguing about ghosts and Picó had said people in the Science Faculty did not believe in them. Soleràs had interrupted: “But is there anything that isn’t ghostly?” And here was the ghost of Lamoneda by my side, sticking a finger up his nose while glancing sideways at the goldfish bowl. The stream of humanity seethed without end along the pavements and I did some quick mental arithmetic: if this idiot had just made it to fifty, he must have been forty-three on the eve of the war, when he was still loitering down corridors in the Pharmaceutical Science Faculty, embroiled in eternal studies that did him no good at all – he was once arrested on suspicion of dealing in cocaine. He embarked on a long monologue which I did and didn’t listen to; I felt he had set a trap by sitting at the same marble table as me, lowering a croissant identical to mine in a cup of malt that was twin to mine, and Soleràs came to mind again, taking me back to the occasion when he told me about the paintings covering the walls of his aunt’s flat. Apparently she had a horror of light and open spaces and was made unhappy by bare walls. One of the pictures was a print with all the kings in the world – before the 1914 war, naturally – depicting them all gathered together – “there were fifty or sixty,” said Soleràs – like one big family around their patriarch, Emperor Franz Josef; but the juiciest detail, Soleràs added, was that his aunt had deliberately pinned over the figure of an adolescent Alfonso XIII a picture of a bearded individual who was none other than Don Carlos María of Bourbon and Austria-Este, the Carlist Carlos VII. And now that memory returned because it really did feel as if someone had played the same trick again, replacing Soleràs with this ghost rehearsing his monologue beside me; he rambled and I didn’t catch what he was saying because it was all so knotted up! I couldn’t grasp what he was talking about – bitter disappointment, disillusion, ingratitude, and time went by, no trace remained of his malt or croissant, and still he kept on and on. I had a vague intuition that my soutane had made him think I’d been on his side – a general misconception at the time – and I was about to disabuse him when I realised that if I stayed warily silent he might tell me lots I was interested in finding out.


First and foremost I wanted to know what he knew about the end his uncle had met.


“What do you want to know?” he interrupted, as if the subject made him nervous. “You probably know too much already: that he’s assumed dead, and about there being signs that speak of miracles. I’ll tell you about it all in due course; first let me tell you the story of my tenant farmer. He’s the one who has sunk me into poverty . . . dire poverty!”


Dire poverty . . . But wasn’t he an important personage? Or were those front-page articles a dream? The ghost eyed me suspiciously: “You didn’t dream them . . . as you see me here, I was one of the leaders of the land; this man here before you . . .”


And he pointed to his shabby coat that gave him a shipwrecked look.


“But you have a big farm,” I said, “A big farm on the plain of Vic, if I remember correctly.”


“Not as big as all that,” he replied, bitterly and scornfully. “Not so big. Behind my back, my father mortgaged some bits, and sold off others. As he set out in his will, he’d been forced to do that to pay for my studies in Barcelona. He lied. He was intent on reducing my inheritance in order to increase that other fellow’s. Let me explain myself, it’s rather complicated, but it is scandalous too; it transpires that my dear, dear Papa had enjoyed a bit of fun on the side, unbeknown to his family; he was incredibly discreet. We only learnt of the existence of a natural son after his death: he put in an appearance in the will. So it turns out the man sitting opposite you now has a brother. A brother! Isn’t an illegitimate son what they vulgarly call the son of a . . .? Papa made me his heir on condition that I diverted five hundred pessetes a month for life to my . . . brother. And there was more to come: if I were to die without an heir, the farm would go to him; so all I am is what they call a ‘rotten heir’.”


“Even so, apart from this brother who came as a surprise, you are the only son . . .”


“And orphan, without mother or father!” exclaimed that fifty-year-old orphan, starting to chuckle softly. “They pay me ten thousand pessetes a year rent for the farm, but let me tell you the rest of the story. I have to give five hundred a month to the other fellow. Do your sums, dire poverty! It’s a joke when you’re fucked because your father had a bit of fun on the side ages ago . . . If I could only tell you how much I have suffered . . . Firstly, I never knew my mother, as you know.”


I thought how I had not known my mother either, and how Lluís and Soleràs were in the same boat, but at least Lamoneda had known his father, had watched him live into old age on the ancestral estate.


“My father? Hmm . . . my father . . . best to forget him. You are aware that my mother was the sister of this Dr Gallifa who preoccupies you so, and that she died accidentally soon after I came into this world; well, if you know that much, you know as much as I do. My father never told me any more about her. My father, hmm . . . never mentioned her.”


He jumped from one subject to another and for no discernible reason began telling me about the way he had been deceived and bamboozled by envious colleagues the minute he was given an important position in some office or other: “You wear your heart on your sleeve and they gobble it up, horrendous things happen, things that cry out to heaven! I sacrificed myself, I risked my life in so many dangerous situations, I carried out highly important secret missions, the man sitting opposite you was the man who welcomed Himmler . . .” – he would return to that episode time and again as one of the most glorious memories of his existence – “. . . I was one of the leaders of the land . . . but there was so much slander, you know, lots of slander; they tricked me in all kinds of ways! The spirit of those early days quickly faded; never mind that we were the genuine article, before you knew it we’d been sidelined and persecuted by envy and the newcomer upstarts had stuck their claws into us. If you were to believe them, we were all fifth columnists! Every man jack of us! If you added them to those who were republican once and have now joined our own ranks, you’d double the population. I’ve even come to suspect . . . yes, there are moments when I am haunted by this terrifying suspicion! . . . let me tell you in confidence: I truly suspect that the new chief of police is a liberal.”


He extracted from his inside jacket pocket a wallet that was swollen fit to burst, and from what I could see it only contained press cuttings: “I keep things, you know, I keep everything! Look at this communiqué that was issued after they got rid of me, and you tell me if this man isn’t a Mason!”


I kept the cutting, because he gave it to me; he carried several copies in his wallet and evidently gave one to every acquaintance he came across in order to persuade them that the new chief of police was a highly dangerous red. The communiqué went as follows – in Spanish, of course:




I have decided hereon not to accept any denunciation that isn’t written and duly signed, in any case giving those who decide to inform every assurance of total secrecy concerning their written statements, which will be returned to them once the facts reported have been clarified, because anonymous denunciations, by phone or letter, have caused and continue to bring turmoil to people’s minds and anxiety into homes that day after day see their peace and quiet disturbed by incessant, unjustified denunciations. I hope everybody will understand the motives inspiring my words and that from now on, when someone makes a denunciation in the name of our holy cause, they won’t sully it by using the techniques of calumny . . .





“I was sacked on the telephone because of that denunciation farrago. Dumped on the street! The fact is I am too good and sincere and idealistic, and that was my downfall. Nobody else could furnish a C.V. like mine and the envious took their revenge by making my life impossible in every way. Here you see me, in dire poverty; I’m poverty-stricken, whereas that chemist . . . Do you remember the chemist I worked for on carrer Sant Pau, where I was an assistant in 1930, the fellow who informed on me because he claimed I was helping myself to his stocks of cocaine? Well, despite that, despite informing on me in 1930, he’s now back retailing his potions on carrer Sant Pau as if nothing had happened! The new chief of police didn’t think twice about releasing him . . .”


He was obviously worked up on account of such nefarious doings, but then something else caught his eye: one of the habituées of the Rondas de Sant Pau and Sant Antoni had just walked in, heralded by her lurid red hair and stiletto heels. This houri skilfully mounted one of the swivel stools by the bar and ordered breakfast, smiling cheekily in our direction.


“That woman has something about her,” mumbled Lamoneda, “I know her, she’s Malvina; she doesn’t remember me but you bet I recognise Malvina Canals i González. You bet I remember her, I remember everybody, I remember all those lovelies! My memory is good: too good. That’s one of the things that led to my downfall, because nowadays only those who forget rise to the top. Yes, that lady is Malvina, but I was telling you about my tenant farmer, not about her” – and he went on to say that before the war his father had a different tenant farmer, a fellow with “evil ideas”, to the extent that he had voted for the republicans in 1934. “Papa got rid of him and we did without; then the war came, they collectivised our land, Papa had to go into hiding in Barcelona; as for me, I expect you are aware that I had to flee in September 1936. I received my correspondence via the International Red Cross; in one of his last letters he told me he was starving to death in Barcelona, and that you couldn’t buy bread on the black market for its weight in gold. It was in those difficult times that the new tenant farmer appeared; they had met in fifth-column circles. He was someone from our village who also happened to be hiding in Barcelona, but he had cash in hand because he was operating on the black market. He rented our land from Papa even though it was collectivised and he hadn’t a clue when he would be able cultivate it, and into the bargain he paid him an advance of one hundred thousand pessetes for the rent, on top of the annual payment of ten thousand pessetes they’d agreed; he paid the advance in cash, in the presence of the notary who drew up the contract. Papa wrote to me enthusing about the man’s generosity; I was quick to reply that he should watch out and check if the notes were genuine . . . Hey, that Malvina has really got something going for her!”


He had interrupted his flow to gawp.


“So then, were they genuine or weren’t they?”


“What do you think?! I found them intact when I arrived; my father had died weeks before. A hundred spanking new thousand notes! Hot off the presses of the reds! The Bank of Spain told me that if I wanted to paper the walls of my flat with them, they could let me have as many sacks of them as I needed. I asked that the contract be cancelled; the Supreme Court upheld its validity. I had only one option: to get the new tenant farmer executed as a red. But he was quite the opposite! I am such an unlucky man.”


The mysterious woman chose that moment to swing round on her stool and lean back on the bar, presenting us with a racy profile; simultaneously she crossed her legs and stared brazenly at Lamoneda.


“What a filly! And all ready to go! You are obviously out of it; a sexy filly like this Malvina does nothing for you; I, on the other hand . . . I am no Jesuit! Don’t tell me about clerical hang-ups! Hang-ups have never been my forte, but getting it up . . .” At this he laughed idiotically as if to suggest he had been terribly witty. “You know, I’m a man in the fullest sense of the word, a man! That too has been my downfall . . . The new chief of police, this pinko liberal, this Mason in disguise, this commie, even thought I had got certain young ladies, like Malvina here, arrested as reds, when the only red thing about them was their dyed hair . . . Ahh, one day I must read you my novels. Stendhal is not a patch on me! And so what? When one is a man, it’s not natural . . . if you only knew, I’ve always been partial to redheads . . . What’s that? Do I still write novels? More than ever. I don’t have anything else to do! They are better than Stendhal’s, stylistically much better; my style would knock Eugeni d’Ors into a cocked hat. I’ll read them to you one of these days, can you credit that they are still as unpublished as they were under the masonic Republic? Publishers continue to reject them; I informed on the lot of them, but now with this new chief of police . . . Hell, take a look at those legs! That girl knows they’re fantastic so she’s flaunting away . . . though they’re hardly St Pandulfa’s!” – at which he burst out laughing idiotically yet again.


I said nothing and clearly he thought my look was disapproving because he switched to a different, more defensive tone: “You see, I’m no Jesuit, I detest hypocrisy! Why should I deceive you? Do you really want me to pretend that I prefer St Pandulfa to a filly like her?”


I had never heard of any St Pandulfa; from what he went on to recount, I deduced she was someone venerated locally, in his village and nowhere else. He muttered something or other about an uncle of his in the eighteenth century, the younger brother of his great-great-grandfather: “Not the Uncle Gallifa you knew, but an Uncle Lamoneda who was quite the opposite sort,” a wealthy canon who’d gone to Rome and brought back a relic, a mummified St Pandulfa. “So that’s why all the girls in our family from then until now have been called Pandulfa, though it’s some time since we had any girls.


“Of course, the mummy is rather disgusting,” he added, “but she works miracles. They built a crypt for her paid for by my uncle the canon; a crypt under the main altar in the parish church. They placed a glass urn on a black marble pedestal in the centre of the crypt; to save on marble the pedestal is hollow inside and the mummy is laid out as if it were asleep in the glass urn, so it is visible. You have to ask the sacristan for the key, because the crypt is always locked: and bolted and barred, you’ll say, no doubt, as it contains that treasure, that cold meat. It’s still there, don’t ask me how; how is it possible that the church in my town, the crypt, and that hunk of St Pandulfa, weren’t burned by the reds? Well, it was that arsehole of a tenant farmer my father was forced to get rid of because of his subversive ideas who made sure they were all safe and sound; he was mayor and defended the village like a hunting dog to keep out the flying anarchist patrols cleansing the country in requisitioned lorries. Even the men in the town guard opened fire on them. That was how he saved the priest’s life and prevented the church being destroyed. It all goes to show what a dangerous red he was; how could he have stopped the anarchists from burning it and killing everyone if he hadn’t been a red of the most powerful kind, a red of the worst stripe? He was even cynical and brazen enough to stay on in the village when all the others were fleeing in terror, and that’s how we caught him.”


The unknown dame had finally stood up with a sigh of resignation and sashayed out like a caravel; Lamoneda’s eyes pursued her: “There really are some beauties around,” he muttered, “but all they want is your wallet. I know perfectly well that if you offer this Malvina under a hundred pessetes she’ll laugh in your face and say: ‘Who do you think I am, handsome?’” And then he abruptly switched tack: “Do you remember the last time we met? It was in that church they were about to burn down, and you wanted to stop them! What a lovely – yet another fling I’ve missed for want of a wretched hundred pesseta note! I’m such an unlucky man!”


Malvina – if that really was her name – had started strutting up and down the pavement, toing and froing past the bar window, looking and smiling askance at the better-off passers-by. Lamoneda’s eyes followed her up and down – her stilettos were so high and she flounced with such style! – while pursuing his rant. The human flow on the Ronda continued to stream past on the other side of the glass in what seemed an underwater seascape; among the shoals of anonymous, grey conger eels that girl with her gleaming red hair and stiletto heels was quite a goldfish. Time was also flowing by and the ghost’s voice became increasingly monotonous; I missed the drift of what he was telling me: “How could we have defended the church if nobody had attacked it?” he said, perhaps referring to the old tenant farmer, but I had lost track. “Obviously he was a red, if not why was he so keen for them not to kill the priest or burn the church? They caught him and he got his just deserts; imagine, he spoke in Catalan all through the trial! Well, true enough he didn’t know how to speak any other way as he’d never left the area; anyhow, it’s not him but the other fellow, the new one, I should really have liquidated. I am such an unlucky man.” Then he let rip against heavens knows who that had chosen not to help him – quite the contrary, in fact; it rose to a delirious tirade that was beyond me, I had no idea what he was talking about, he had swollen into a raging torrent and was now saying something or other about the anarchists, an individual I couldn’t identify, but whom he reckoned was very important: “How come you’ve not heard of him? He’s really famous!” – when I suddenly cottoned on: “Did you say Milmany?”


“Of course, the renowned Llibert Milmany, the potentate, the manager of Rexy Mura,” and Lamoneda winked: “Did you ever crack the secrets of Rexy Mura? The same concoction makes men’s hair grow and removes women’s, you can go a long way with a fantastic recipe like that! Did you know he’s the son of one of the most dangerous kinds of anarchist? How do I know him? Just imagine! I’ve known him for years . . . How come I know him? Don’t make me laugh, Cruells; you’re pulling such a face! Anyway I find it odd you have never heard about old Milmany’s execution; obviously the press don’t tend to mention these things, but there’s never any shortage of rumours. They garrotted him not too long ago. You must know he’d been publishing a weekly in the red zone throughout the war in which he insinuated that the arsonists and murderers were quite possibly led by agents provocateurs. He was a very dim-witted old man, as you can see; so unlike Milmany his son . . . so different! The son was a slippery character; he’d grasped how you could get the most contrary results from the same concoction. He was a past master at the art of killing two sparrows with a single shot, a brilliant comrade! As for his father, ugh, he could hardly have been more dissimilar. Just imagine, he didn’t want to leave Barcelona at the end of the war: ‘Better to live in Catalunya than in foreign lands,’ there was no way to get him out. And you must remember how my Uncle Gallifa didn’t want to go into exile either? Llibert was longing to send him far away and forget him, because a swine like that can be very compromising and cause a lot of trouble; let’s just say he was as interested in getting his father out of the country as I was my uncle. The old man, though, was very prestigious in the eyes of many Catalan workers; he was put forward for an important post in the new unions . . . He only had to switch his colours like so many others and overnight he would have been a somebody, practically a minister. He refused. They hinted he had to choose between a post or . . .”


Lamoneda gave a deep sigh: “His son is currently earning millions. The last time I tried to see him, a uniformed servant slammed the door in my face. And I can tell you I know all there is to know about his servant, every little detail! He’s as fat as a gorilla, and that’s why Llibert employs him as his bodyguard. He’s a Gutiérrez who comes from Medellín; during the war he’d managed a collectivised enterprise, I think one that made pasta for soup – and now you see he is bodyguard to a millionaire, the great Milmany. There you have it: our brilliant comrade, with his millions, and me, in dire poverty. What a turn up for the books! That fool Soleràs had predicted it would come to that . . .”


He had said “that fool Soleràs” and I could hardly believe my ears: I was completely unaware Lamoneda had known him. What was I to make of this rambling ghost who kept on with his garbled spiel – and so monotonously, my God! – a mishmash of murky insights, lunatic insinuations, and incredible half-truths? However, when he said “that fool Soleràs” I gave a start and awoke from my drowsy state: “Soleràs? So you knew him as well?”


“Too right I knew him . . .,” and he looked at me suspiciously. “I know everybody, even though nobody knows me, or at least they pretend not to. Did I know him? You bet I did! From 1930! In those days he paid me the occasional visit at the chemist’s on carrer Sant Pau; he’d had the cocaine habit for a while. He wanted to experiment. He soon got bored; he was a young man who soon got bored of everything, the fickle, inconstant type, with no willpower! He wasn’t like me, when I set out on a chase I follow it to the very end. Did I know Soleràs? He was the person I knew best of all! Just imagine, we ended up in the same battalion in the last few months of the war. Did I know him? And why are you so interested in that Soleràs devil? Did you know him? What would you like to know about him? He disappeared at the tail-end of the war, and there’s been no news of him ever since. You see, he tried out cocaine but soon got bored; he was fickle.”


“You say he disappeared . . .”


“Well, there’s been no news of him . . . agh,” and the ghost looked at me askance. “So you’d like news of him? I’m amazed you knew him too; I don’t recall him ever mentioning you.”


“The last time you and I met, I didn’t know him. I met him later, in the course of the war.”


“Since you knew him, you’ll remember he was a one-off. He often said: ‘People always do the reverse of what people do’; he was always coming out with these shafts of wit. He was simply a fool. Why are you so interested in the fact that he disappeared? So many disappear in the course of a war . . . but wasn’t it my uncle’s disappearance that really interested you? My uncle! A kind of old Milmany! What a character! I’d told him repeatedly that they’d massacre priests, and Jesuits with even more reason: he refused to believe me. ‘Who could possibly want to harm us that much?’ he retorted. I could have shipped him off to Italy with a republican passport thanks to my relationship with the great Llibert; all to no avail. He said secret masses, and confessed, the whole caboodle. He even took the last sacraments to dying souls, can you believe, even if they were reds. The last time I saw him was in that attic, it was already September, just before I fled Barcelona. It was still stifling hot; the sweat was streaming down his face. I tried to persuade him for the last time. He looked at me so slyly: ‘Flee? Like a coward? My boy, you ought to know that the worst that can happen to a monk is to turn out a nun . . .’ All these Gallifes are hard nuts to crack, each in their own way; my maternal great-grandfather, my uncle’s grandfather, was the Gallifa who fought in the Carlist wars. In 1837 he held out for six months in the Guilleries forests with a handful of men against a whole brigade of Maria Cristina’s men.”


“Dr Gallifa was no Carlist!”


“Nor a supporter of Maria Cristina, and who said he was? I wasn’t referring to him, but to his grandfather, Commander Gallifa, from the Seven Years War. Every Gallifa has his own hobby horse, but they’re basically all the same: stubborn as mules! You tell me if carrer l’Arc del Teatre was the right place for a father of the Society of Jesus to live in, where every doorway – every last one a dung heap! – had its lady of the night offering herself to the generally drunk passers-by. He prepared his own lunch every day, on the days he ate any; so where did he get the pittance he lived on? I garnered all this from a neighbour, an old woman who lived on the same staircase; it turned out that this sanctimonious old crone who lived up those stairs, clinging to the skirts of priests and friars, probably saw him and guessed he was a Jesuit: ‘Dressed like a worker, but with that expression . . .’ She was the kind with a flair for smelling out a reverend father of the Society of Jesus, whatever his disguise. In any case, my uncle, as you will remember, had one of those faces straight out of a painting; I mean, out of one of those gloomy paintings you find at antiquarians’, or hanging in a corner of an old church, where you come across the ugly mugs of priests from bygone ages with bulging eyes that seem to be staring vacantly at the moon. He would have starved to death in that attic if his goody-goody neighbour hadn’t taken him a packet of rationed vetch now and then. Only vetch, you know, because she’d twigged him.”
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