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THE
GIANT
OF SARRIÀ


WHEN I WAS TWENTY-ONE, I fell in love with Pol. I moved to Barcelona to be close to him, and we married soon after. Within a year of our wedding I was pregnant, but things had already started to go wrong between us, and by the time our daughter was six months old we had split up and were living apart. Though I was from the North of England, I stayed on in Barcelona. I couldn’t bear to leave. The quality of the light first thing in the morning, so bright and clear that the buildings seemed to have black edges. The green parrots that flashed from one palm tree to another. Long walks in the Collserola in April, to gather wild asparagus, or in September, to hunt for mushrooms. The beach every weekend in the summer, the mountains in the winter—and restaurants and bars that stayed open all night. It was a city whose pleasures were simple and constant—and it was a good place to raise a child.


For the first few years, I taught at an international school in Pedralbes, but I’d always dreamed of running a business of my own. It wasn’t until my daughter, Mar, was in her early teens that I had the money—I came into a small inheritance—and not long afterwards I found a commercial property that I thought might work: two rooms and a backyard in Sarrià, an ancient, well-heeled area in the upper reaches of the city. I called the shop Trinket. The cheekiness of the word appealed to me. Though English, it had a Catalan ring to it. That abruptness at the end. The sudden, final consonant. When I first saw the name printed in gold script on the crimson banner that would hang outside, it perfectly described the kind of place I’d had in mind—an Aladdin’s cave of unexpected and exotic treasures.


Mar decided to go to university in England. She wanted to explore her English roots, she said. By then I’d been running Trinket for five years. I wasn’t making much of a profit, but I got by, and during her second year at Bristol I moved to a new apartment only a few minutes’ walk from the shop. Both the main bedroom and the living room had sliding glass doors that gave onto an east-facing terrace, where there was enough room for a Marquesa plant, a small lemon tree, and several pots of red geraniums. Directly beneath me was an underground car park, with frosted-glass slats high on the back wall that were left open all year-round. If I was sitting in my living room with no TV or music on, I would hear car engines starting, or people talking on their phones. Once, a man cleared his throat, and I thought for a moment that there was someone else in the apartment. At first, this was all a bit unnerving. In time, though, I adjusted. Like the shudder of the fridge or the distant grinding of the lift, the noises even began to reassure me.


I had been living there for about eighteen months when I was woken in the night by the sound of someone crying. It seemed to be coming from below. I eased out of bed and stepped onto the terrace. It was a stifling, humid night in late July, and I could smell the jasmine that sprawled over the side wall of the building that stood opposite. Beneath it, as always in the summer, was the stale, slightly medieval smell of drains. The crying was quieter now, and yet persistent, as if the misery ran deep. It sounded more like a man, I thought, than a woman. Back inside, I pulled on a denim skirt and a T-shirt, then I picked up my keys and left the apartment.


When I reached the entrance to the car park, I felt a shiver of apprehension, but I shook it off and started down the concrete slope. At the bottom was a kind of cabin or kiosk. The man on duty most nights was a melancholy Venezuelan called Hector. He almost always brought his Alsatian, Rocky, to work with him. For companionship, he told me, rather than security. After all, Sarrià wasn’t exactly dangerous. I peered through the window. On the desk were a Styrofoam cup of coffee, still half-full, and a copy of Mundo Deportivo. There was no sign of Hector. Perhaps he had heard the crying himself, and had gone off to investigate. Or perhaps he had taken Rocky for a walk. There was a special sandy area for dogs about three hundred meters away, on the other side of Avinguda Foix.


I moved on, into the car park. The walls were dark blue to waist height and cream above, and the air smelled of spilled oil.


“Hello?” I called out. “Is anybody there?”


The stillness of the cars seemed temporary, as if they were living things, holding their breath. Some fifty yards away, there was another slope that dipped down to a lower level. I doubted I would have heard the crying if it had come from there.


Then, just as I was thinking of turning back, I saw him. He was bent over a Range Rover, his forearms resting on the bonnet, his face concealed. He looked young. Nineteen, perhaps. Or twenty. When I stopped nearby, he lifted his head and looked at me. His face was wet, though he was no longer crying.


I spoke to him in Spanish. “Are you all right?” Then I said the same thing again, in English.


Wiping his eyes on the inside of his wrist, he glanced beyond me warily, as if he suspected I might not be alone. He was wearing a dark-red short-sleeved shirt and a pair of jeans that looked new. Something told me he had made an effort that evening. He had dressed up to go out.


“Do you need help?” I asked.


He looked at me and spoke in French, his voice subdued, no more than a murmur. I had studied French at school, but it wasn’t a language I knew well. I had only a few basic phrases.


“Est-ce que je peux vous aider?”


He looked at his feet.


“Viens avec moi.” I took him gently by the arm and guided him back through the car park, towards the ramp that led up to the street. “Mon appartement,” I said. “Ce n’est pas loin.”


He muttered something I didn’t catch. Where was he from? North Africa, I thought. Probably Morocco. The city was full of Moroccans. People often complained there were too many.


On our way out, we passed the lighted kiosk, but Hector and Rocky hadn’t returned. I’d let go of the young man’s arm, and he was walking beside me. I noticed that he moved awkwardly. If he was in pain, though, he seemed determined not to show it.


As we reached the top of the slope, I remembered the French word for “hurt.” I turned to him and said, “Vous êtes blessé?”


He threw me another wary look, then stared straight ahead. I chose not to pursue it.


Once we had rounded the corner, I pointed to my building. “Ici.”


I hadn’t yet worked out what I was going to do with him. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I imagined he would sit at my kitchen table and drink—a glass of water or a cup of tea. It would be a quiet place, where he could recover. If he wanted to talk, I would listen. If not, I wouldn’t press him. Later, when he felt better, I would call him a taxi.


I opened the door to my apartment and he followed me, but he stopped just inside and stood with his back against the wall.


“It’s all right,” I said.


He asked where the bathroom was. I showed him. As he disappeared inside, I noticed a dark stain on the back of his jeans, as if he had sat on something wet.


The minutes passed, and he failed to emerge. I filled the electric kettle and switched it on. The clock on the oven said 2:47. When the kettle had boiled, I made a pot of mint tea and took it over to the table, then I fetched two cups, some brown sugar, and a spoon. There was still no sign of him. I went and knocked on the bathroom door.


“Ça va?” I said.


“Oui,” I heard him say. “Ça va.”


When he came out, we sat at the table and I poured the tea. He helped himself to two spoonfuls of sugar and stirred quickly, deftly, tapping the spoon twice on the rim of the cup before placing it back on the saucer. Without looking at me, he lifted the cup and blew across the top, ruffling the surface of the tea. He took a sip, then put the cup down. He performed each separate action with a kind of authority that made him seem both older and younger than he was. It was like watching a child pretending to be a grown-up, something I had often seen my daughter do. But these were clearly actions he had repeated so many times that they had become ingrained, and he appeared to find them consoling—they returned him to himself, perhaps—and it was only then that I began to wonder what he had been doing in a car park at two in the morning, and why he had been crying.


Once he had finished his tea, which he drank without saying a word—this silence also felt normal, learned—I asked how he was feeling. He nodded, but didn’t speak. I told him it was late. I had to work in the morning, and I needed sleep. Rising from the table, he thanked me for the tea. I walked him out of my apartment and through the small lobby. On the street I gave him a twenty-euro note, which was all I had on me. For a taxi, I said. He took the money and stared at it. I asked if it was enough. Still looking at the money, he nodded again. I pointed along the street to the main road at the end. He could find a taxi on Avinguda Foix, I told him. They came down from the Ronda all the time.


“Vous pouvez me montrer,” he said.


He seemed insistent, and also commanding, and though I was tired it felt easier to do as he asked. We walked to the main road without talking. The narrow streets were deserted, with metal blinds lowered on most of the small businesses and shops. We saw no one.


As we approached Avinguda Foix, a taxi drifted towards us with its green light on. Relieved, I stuck out a hand. The taxi drew up next to me, and the young man opened the door and climbed in. When the driver saw I had stayed on the pavement, he glanced at the young man in his rearview mirror, though his words were directed at me.


“Has he got money?”


I said he had.


The young man looked at me through the half-open window. “Merci.”


The taxi pulled away. Its taillights glowed briefly, then dimmed, as it dropped down the hill towards Diagonal. Now the road was quiet again, I felt guilty for having turned him away. Couldn’t I have offered him my sofa for the night? I walked back to my apartment, wondering if I had failed some kind of test.


[image: image]


THE NEXT MORNING, before opening my shop, I arranged to have coffee with my best friend, Montse. Montse was editor-in-chief at a small literary publishing house, and her husband, Jaume, taught at the university and wrote articles for El País and Letras Libres. I had met Montse in the nineties, at the gates of the international school Mar attended. One of Montse’s daughters was in the same class.


When I arrived at the café, she was sitting at a table under the trees in her Jackie O sunglasses and a green linen jacket. Her long brown hair was pinned up. I ordered a café con leche, then told her what had happened a few hours earlier.


“Fucking hell, darling,” she said. “You invited a total stranger into your apartment in the middle of the night?”


I was unable to keep from smiling. You could always rely on Montse for an extravagant reaction.


“I can’t believe you did that,” she went on.


“You wouldn’t have done it?”


“Are you kidding?”


“He was in trouble. He needed help.” Something made me want to go further, to widen the gap between us. “Actually, I think I could have done more.”


“You did plenty.” Montse shook a cigarette out of the packet on the table, lit it, and blew the smoke sideways, into the square. “What kind of trouble?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.” I decided not to mention the wet patch on the back of the young man’s jeans. I’m not sure why. Perhaps I felt he wouldn’t want the information shared.


“Was he good-looking?”


“Montse,” I said, laughing.


“Well? Was he?”


“He was half my age.”


“You didn’t answer the question.”


I looked past her, at the facade of the town hall. Green shutters clattered open on the third floor of the building next door, and an elderly woman stood in the open window, her face raised to the sun.


“If you want to know the truth,” I said, “I’ve never seen anyone quite so beautiful.”


Lowering my eyes, I stared at the bright silver surface of the table, not because I was surprised or embarrassed by what I had just told Montse, but because it was the first time I’d put what I had felt into words. When I saw the young man leaning against the Range Rover, I had been struck by his physical grace—the slenderness of his forearm, the curve of his back under his shirt—and when he lifted his head and looked at me the breath had caught in my throat.


I looked up. Montse was still gazing at me, her mouth tilting in a kind of smile, her cigarette alight but temporarily forgotten between her fingers. Then she remembered it. Seeing it had burned down to the filter, she gave a murmur of irritation and stabbed it into the ashtray.


“Well,” I said, “you asked.”


I was laughing again. You didn’t often see Montse at a loss for words.


Business was slow that day. Sometimes a whole hour went by without anybody walking into the shop. When I finished making an inventory of the stock that had just come in—soap manufactured in Menorca, Breton glassware, jewelry from Sulawesi—I began to rearrange the window display, but all I could see was the young man in the car park, in his short-sleeved shirt and his new jeans. I couldn’t imagine what his life had been like before I found him, or what it had been like since. Did he have family in Barcelona? Where did he live? What did he do for money?


That evening, when I got home, I called Xavi, a friend who was a sociology professor at the university. I asked about the Moroccan community, and he supplied me with some facts. Of the twenty thousand Moroccans living in the city, he said, a quarter were probably undocumented. The figures were only rough estimates, since many of the people in question hadn’t applied for NIE numbers. They worked in the service industries, as dishwashers, office cleaners, and maids, or as fruit and vegetable pickers, or else they were involved in the black market. You must have seen the young men on Las Ramblas at night, Xavi said, selling cans of beer to tourists or handing out fliers for restaurants and clubs. Like immigrants everywhere in Europe, they were responsible for more than their fair share of crime, but that was only to be expected. They felt marginalized, and were the object of racism and discrimination.


“Where do they live?” I asked.


“Some live downtown,” Xavi said, “in Ciutat Vell, Sants-Montjuïc, or the Raval. Others live in the northeast of the city—suburbs like Nou Barris or Sant Andreu.” He paused. “Why the sudden interest, Amy?”


“Oh,” I said, “no reason.”
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THE SOUND OF THE YOUNG MAN crying had woken me in the early hours of Thursday morning. The following Tuesday, when I came home from work, I found him waiting outside my building. Even though he was some distance away, I knew it was him. It was partly his body language, the way he was leaning against the wall, but he was also wearing the same shirt, the dark-red one with the short sleeves. Was it the only decent shirt he owned, or had he put it on deliberately, to make himself more recognizable? At that moment he turned his head my way and noticed me. He pushed away from the wall and crossed the road. He had a plastic carrier bag in one hand.


When I reached him, he greeted me in Spanish.


“I didn’t know you spoke castellano,” I said.


He shrugged. “Only a little.”


I smiled. “I’m sure it’s better than my French.”


“No,” he said, remaining serious. “Your French is okay.”


Your French is okay. He hadn’t said my French was good, as most people would have done. That would have been a lie. I admired his candor. With someone like him, you might have a chance of knowing where you stood.


I asked him how he was feeling. Better, he said. He had been to a doctor, in the Raval.


“A doctor?” I said.


He looked past me, towards Major de Sarrià. Dusk was falling, the deep blue of the sky edging into black. I hadn’t been exaggerating about his looks—if anything, he was more beautiful than I remembered—and I felt something open or unfold inside me, like the speeded-up footage of a flower blooming. I hadn’t dared to hope I would have this feeling again in my life, and for a few moments I was fearful.


“Is he bothering you?”


I looked round. My neighbor, Senyor Artes, was standing in the entrance to the building. Next to him was the maroon two-wheeled Rolser he always took to the shops with him. Eulogio Faus Artes was in his late sixties, with a drinker’s swollen eyelids and gray hair that lay flat against his skull, and he lived on the ground floor, as I did, though his apartment was at the front, facing the street. He was a widower, and rarely had a good word to say about anything. In an attempt to stay on the right side of him, I spoke in Catalan whenever I saw him, Catalan he instantly corrected, even if there was nothing wrong with it, but in the eighteen months that I’d lived in the building he had already taken me to task on several occasions—for putting my rubbish out too early, for letting the door to my apartment slam, and also for playing music in the evenings. Eulogio, I thought. Never had a man been less aptly named.


“He’s not bothering me at all,” I said. “He’s a friend.”


“Friend.” Artes’s lips twisted, then he pushed past me and moved off along the pavement.


“I’m sorry about that,” I said, turning back to the young man. “My neighbor isn’t very pleasant.”


He gave a little shrug. “It’s normal.”


“It doesn’t make you angry?”


“Sometimes.” Then, all of a sudden, he looked me full in the face. “But you’re not like that.”


“I hope not,” I said.


He showed me the plastic bag he was holding. “I have come to cook for you.”


“You’ve come to cook for me?”


“Yes. To say thank you.”


“How lovely.” I took out the keys to my apartment. “Please,” I said. “Come in.”


HIS NAME was Abdel ben Tajah, he told me, and he was from Tangier. He had been living in Barcelona for about six months. Before that, he was in Almería. He had learned to cook when his mother was knocked down in the street and broke her arm. He was fourteen then. As the eldest of three children, he had to take over in the kitchen. His mother would issue instructions from a nearby chair. No, not like that, he said, imitating her. Cut into smaller pieces. Stir more slowly. You forgot the salt. He was smiling. He hadn’t seen her in almost three years. She was still back home, in Morocco.


That evening Abdel cooked a lamb tajine. He had arrived with everything that he would need—not just the meat, but tomatoes and onions, dried apricots, fresh coriander, and his own herbs and spices wrapped in twists of rough brown paper. He even brought a terra-cotta cooking pot with a lid. We ate at the small table on my terrace. I lit candles and opened a bottle of Rioja. As a Muslim, Abdel was content with fruit juice. His Spanish was no more sophisticated than my French, and he didn’t have any English at all, but we had no trouble communicating. I asked him about Morocco, a country I had never visited. His father’s family were Bedouin, he said. They lived in the mountains to the south of Marrakesh. He was open and talkative, nothing like the tense, wary person I had come across in the small hours of Thursday morning. He didn’t seem to find it awkward to be alone with a woman from a different culture—a woman he barely knew—and I caught myself hoping it wasn’t on account of my age. At least once that evening, while in the bathroom, I leaned close to the mirror, examining my face. People were always telling me how young I looked, how me and my daughter, Mar, could easily be sisters. But that was just something people said, wasn’t it. On my way back to the terrace, I paused in the shadows at the far end of the living room. I could see Abdel through the sliding glass door. Gazing out into the night, with his chin propped on one hand, he looked at home, at ease. The fact that I had met him when he was at his lowest had given him, paradoxically, a kind of strength. After all, in his own eyes, he would never be less of a man than he had been on that first night.


It grew late, but the idea that he should leave didn’t occur to him. His complacency made me smile, and I had to turn away so he didn’t notice. I didn’t want him thinking I was mocking him. Busying myself at the sink, I told him I had to be up early in the morning, and that it was probably time he went home. With anyone else, this would have been rude. Not with him, somehow. He stretched lazily, as if he had also drunk a little too much Rioja, then he gathered up his cooking pot, which I had washed, and his remaining herbs and spices, and packed them into the carrier bag he had brought with him. Once I had showed him out of my apartment, we stood on the thin strip of pavement at the front of the building. Aware that my neighbor’s living room window was open, I stepped closer to Abdel and spoke in a low voice. I thanked him for cooking for me. He nodded, then studied his feet. For the first time that evening he seemed on edge, as if he was waiting for something, and I remembered how, on Thursday night, I had given him cab fare. He was too embarrassed to bring it up, perhaps.


“Do you need money to get home?” I asked.


“I will take the metro,” he said, “or a bus.” He turned away, but then turned back. “Did you think about me?”


“I’m sorry?” I wasn’t sure I’d understood.


“Did you think about me on Thursday night, after I had gone?” His eyes were earnest and sober, as if the matter troubled him. But I still couldn’t work out what he was asking. Before I had time to answer, he spoke again. “I thought about you.”


A car came up the narrow street with its headlights on full beam, and as I half-closed my eyes against the glare, one of its wing mirrors clipped my thigh. I let out a faint cry, but the car was already past me and turning onto Avinguda Foix.


Abdel put a hand on my upper arm, near the shoulder. “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” I said. “It was a shock, that’s all.”


His hand remained where it was, his gaze intent, unfathomable. He seemed older just then, and I thought I could imagine how he might age, threads of white in those dark curls and fine lines at the edges of his eyes and mouth, but still something extraordinary to look at.


“Really,” I said. “It was nothing.”


I looked away from him, but felt his gaze rest on me for a moment longer, then he took his hand from my arm and walked off down the street, in the direction of the metro station. I stood and watched him go, his head poised, almost afloat in the air. After what he had said, I could feel my heart beating—it had slowed down, and seemed, at the same time, to have become more powerful, more urgent—and I thought he might look over his shoulder, just a glance, but he didn’t, not even once.


A FEW DAYS AFTER Abdel cooked the tajine, my ex-husband Pol appeared at my shop. He often dropped in on Saturdays, and he never called beforehand. He knew where I would be, of course—when you run a shop you have to be there all the time, especially if, like me, you can’t afford to hire staff—but I always had the feeling there was more to it than that. It was as if he wanted to surprise me, catch me out. As if he was trying to gather evidence for some theory he had about me.


“How much?” He had picked up a Moroccan lantern made of metal and stained glass. Though he knew nothing about Abdel—how could he?—somehow this didn’t feel coincidental.


I named a price. “But since it’s you,” I said, “I could probably go lower.”


He smiled, then put it back. “You’ll never get rich that way.”


Pol owned and ran a management consultancy in Terrassa, an industrial town about half an hour’s drive inland, and he lived in a glass-and-concrete house on the west-facing slopes of the Collserola, in an area called La Floresta. After we broke up, he hadn’t married again, though he’d had several long-term relationships, usually with women who were much younger. He was as fit as he had been in his twenties—when I was with him, he had been passionate about windsurfing, and he still played tennis three times a week—but as he had aged his face had become leaner, and now that he wore his hair swept back from his forehead and longer at the back, he had a distinctly predatory air. It was as if he had decided to reveal something about himself that had always been true. We had been separated for so long that, had it not been for Mar, it would have been hard for us to believe that we had ever been together, and perhaps for that reason we tended to behave like siblings when we were in each other’s company. We joked and bickered and sulked, and in some indefinable way we also still loved each other, though entirely without desire, it seemed, on either part.


I noticed he was wearing jogging bottoms with iridescent stripes down the sides. “Are you seeing someone new?”


He gave me a look that was wary, but also smug.


“Thought so,” I said.


“How did you guess?”


I shook my head and looked off into the shop with a remote smile that I knew would annoy him. “I suppose she’s—what?—twenty-six?”


Pol laughed. “What about you, Amy? Have you got anyone at the moment?”


“No.”


“What happened to the architect?”


“Felip? That ended months ago.” I adjusted the position of some notebooks on the counter. “To be honest, it never really began.”


“Really? I thought you two were quite well suited.”


Pol was being provocative. I had met Felip at a dinner at Montse’s house. Felip was divorced and in his early fifties. He talked about buildings the way other people talked about films or books. And he was curious—attentive. We went to bed a couple of times, but it felt slightly awkward, or unequal, as if the act of making love was a pair of scales, and one of us weighed more than the other. He kept giving me things. I wished he would go slower. When I told him I didn’t think the relationship was working, about six weeks after the dinner, he said I was acting in haste, and that I hadn’t given him a chance. He said I was frightened. It didn’t seem to me that any of that was true. Though we no longer saw each other, he would sometimes call me, his voice still hopeful but also forlorn. How are you? And how is that beautiful shop of yours?


Pol was checking his phone. “I have to go. Is Mar still arriving on Tuesday?”


I said she was.


“Would it be all right if she stays with me for the first few days, then comes to you on Friday?”


I imagined Pol and his new girlfriend had plans for the weekend, but I wasn’t about to hold that against him, or make things difficult.


“No problem,” I said.


That evening, I met Montse in a bar in the Barri Gòtic. After Pol’s surprise visit, I suppose ex-husbands were on my mind, and as we ordered drinks I remembered that Montse had been married in her twenties, before I knew her, and that her husband, Nacho, had been unfaithful. When I asked her about him, she let out a sigh.


“I made a mistake, love. I was young.”


“How long were you together?”


“Getting on for ten years.”


At the beginning, she had fallen under his spell completely, she told me. He was a jazz musician, older than her, very cool. He looked at her as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. It was all in his eyes. She felt like the only person in the room. When he played live, he took her with him—to Girona, to Marseille, to Cannes. His drinking didn’t bother her back then, maybe because she was drinking too, but later, when she was pregnant with Beatriz, she found she couldn’t handle it. He’d come home drunk and start blaming her for things. He never faced up to anything. There was always an excuse. His charm wore thin, like a T-shirt washed too many times. And then there was the cheating…She couldn’t go on living with someone like that, children or no children.


The whole time Montse was talking, our waiter had been sending glances in our direction, at both of us, and I was reminded of a phenomenon that I had noticed recently. All of a sudden, around the time of my fortieth birthday, young men began to look at me. Not that they hadn’t looked before—they had, when I was young—but this felt like a different kind of gaze. Obviously, I no longer had the body of a seventeen year-old, but neither did I have the neediness I had back then, or the self-regard, and they seemed to pick up on that. It was as if I had grown into a version of myself—or a version of womanhood, perhaps—that they could both desire and appreciate.


I looked at Montse over the rim of my glass. “When you turned forty,” I said, “did young men start hitting on you?”


“Are you talking about our waiter?”


I hesitated.


“You are, aren’t you.” Her penciled eyebrows lifted as she reached for her drink. “Darling, he’s just thinking about the expensive trainers you would buy for him.”


I stared at her for a moment—this was an angle that would never have occurred to me—then I burst out laughing.


Montse was something else. She really was.


THE FOLLOWING Tuesday I closed early and drove out to the airport. Pol had been planning to pick Mar up, but he’d had a crisis at work, and he had called and asked if I would go instead. Mar was still expecting her father, and when she walked out of Arrivals I thought she looked more grown-up—more of a woman—than she would have done if she’d known I was meeting her.


After we had hugged, she asked where Pol was, but she wasn’t put out by the change of plan. The fact that her parents rarely appeared at the same time, and often replaced each other at a moment’s notice, was entirely normal. Since she couldn’t remember us ever having lived together, our separation hadn’t had the slightest effect on her. We talked over each other all the way back to the car. It had been nearly three months.


Once I had negotiated the speed bumps outside the terminal, I accelerated into the left-hand curve that would take us to the city. We passed a giant silver hand holding a mobile phone and a billboard of the Brazilian footballer, Ronaldinho, advertising gum.


“I’ve always loved the way you drive,” Mar said.


“Your father used to give me a hard time about it when you were young. He’d tell me to slow down. Be more responsible.”


Mar smiled.


There was a brief silence, then she said, “You look different.”


“Oh God,” I said. “Have I aged?”


She laughed. “The opposite, if anything. You look weirdly relaxed.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not in love, are you?”


I was careful to conceal my surprise. “I wish.”


Despite being in my early twenties when Pol and I split up, I had devoted myself to Mar. I’d had a few relationships—there was the Irish sports journalist, and a sculptor from Valencia—but nothing had lasted. You’re still young, Mar told me once, when she was a teenager. You should have a boyfriend. I like things the way they are, I told her. She rolled her eyes. Mum. The truth was, I hadn’t wanted to disrupt the life I had invented for myself. Infatuations came and went, their white heat hard to sustain. Love was a lower flame, and burned for longer. I knew that. I didn’t have the patience for it, though.


I took one hand off the steering wheel and put it against her cheek, not removing it until I had to change gear. “It’s so good to have you back. How’s England?”


WE STOPPED outside the house in La Floresta, with its facade of smooth gray concrete and its lap pool in the yard. Pol had bought the house in the mid-nineties, not long after he floated his business on the stock market. At that time, property prices had been relatively low. I couldn’t imagine what the house must now be worth. His Filipina maid, Ligaya, answered the door, telling Mar her father was on his way, and that he wanted to take her out to dinner. Mar kissed me, then ran upstairs for a shower. I decided not to wait.


I drove back through the Valvidrera tunnels and turned off Via Augusta into Sarrià, calling at my local Caprabo to buy groceries. Half an hour later, when I came round the corner into my street, I saw Abdel standing opposite my building in a white shirt. There was a stirring in me like a glass of water on a café table when a truck goes past. The way the surface of the liquid shudders.


You’re not in love, are you?


I pulled up alongside and smiled at him through the open window. ‘Have you come to cook for me again?’


He looked uncertain, almost alarmed. “No.”


In my nervousness, I had said the first thing that occurred to me. I backtracked quickly. “It was just a joke. Perhaps, this time, I can cook for you.”


A car behind me honked, and I told him I needed to find a place to park. I would be back soon.


“Give me the bags,” he said. “I will wait here.”


“Thank you. That’s very kind.”


When I returned five minutes later, he carried the shopping into the apartment for me and placed it on the work surface, next to the fridge. I opened the sliding glass door that led to the terrace. The air was thick and still. He started to unpack the bags. I liked the way he didn’t speak unless he had something to say. He had no fear of silence, and wasn’t embarrassed by it either, even though we hardly knew each other.


I began to put the groceries away. He helped me, passing me the items, one by one. As I reached past him, to place a jar of pickles on a high shelf in the cupboard, my T-shirt lifted clear of my skirt, and he touched me, his fingers brushing the bare skin between my hipbone and my navel. I gasped, as though I’d just been plunged into cold water, then I dropped back onto my heels and turned towards him and we kissed. His hands were under my T-shirt. A car started up below.


We made love on the kitchen floor, the tiles cool beneath me, and then outside, on the terrace. Later, we moved to my bed. At two in the morning, I woke to see his face on the pillow next to mine. He was asleep on his back, one arm flung behind his head. I leaned over and kissed the round bone on the inside of his elbow. Waking, he pulled me on top of him. The smell of his skin, somehow both sweet and sharp, like honey mixed with paprika. The whiteness of his teeth. I asked him what had happened the previous week. What had he been doing in a car park in Sarrià in the middle of the night? Why had he been so upset?


He turned his face away from me, towards the window, and it was a while before he spoke. “I can’t tell you.”


“Why not?”


“I’m ashamed.”


Once again, I thought of the wet patch on the back of his jeans. This time, though, I felt uneasy.


“There’s no need to be ashamed,” I said, “not with me.”


“Perhaps I will tell you another time.”


“You promise?”


“No, I cannot promise.”


“All right.” I stroked his forehead. “That’s all right.”


We made love again, but gently now, no urgency about it, and no velocity, as if our real selves were sleeping, and we were simply what was left. Then we too fell asleep, and when I woke up it was beginning to get light. Through the half-open bedroom door I could see part of the kitchen. There was still some shopping to put away.


I SWITCHED ON THE KETTLE and made a pot of tea, using the fresh mint I had bought a day or two before, in the market in Galvany.


“You knew I would come,” Abdel said.


I turned. He had been watching me from the bed as I washed the leaves under the cold tap.


“No, I didn’t know,” I said.


“You knew.” He nodded to himself, satisfied that he was right.


My certainty wavered in the face of his. Perhaps, at some level, I had known. I must have been thinking of him, at least.


He pulled on his jeans, buttoned his white shirt, and sat down at the table, waiting for me to bring the tea. The stubborn confidence I noticed in him every time I saw him seemed so at odds with his lack of privilege and opportunity. I wondered where it had come from. I couldn’t ask him, though. It wouldn’t be a question he understood, or knew how to answer. It might even sound like an insult.


I placed the teapot on a tray, along with the cups and the sugar, then I brought it to the table. As I approached, he put his arms round my waist and pressed his face into my belly. My skin began to tingle all over, but I had to hold on to the tray. I couldn’t touch him. I had nothing to touch him with.


Later, when I was sitting with my back to the early morning light, I reached for his hand, threading my fingers through his. “After Friday, we can’t see each other for two weeks,” I said. “My daughter is coming to stay. From England.” He looked curious rather than disappointed, as if I had given him the beginning of a story, and he was waiting for the rest. I searched for words to make my meaning clear. “I can’t see you, not while she’s here.”


“Two weeks.” He stared at my hand, which still held his.


“It will be hard for me too,” I told him.


He looked round at my apartment, and his eyes had the shine and opaqueness of smoked glass.


“No,” he said. “It will not be so hard for you.”


THAT DAY, when I stepped out of my apartment, Senyor Artes was waiting for me.


“Good morning,” I said, careful to address him in Catalan.


“You should be ashamed of yourself.” He was spluttering, his voice thick with outrage.


I locked my door, then turned to face him. He was wearing slippers, and leaning on a rustic-looking wooden stick. His cheeks were red, as if he had been slapped.


“I’m sorry?” I said.


He looked at the floor for a moment, and his jaw moved awkwardly from side to side—his teeth were hurting him, perhaps—then he lifted his eyes to me again. “Your apartment is full of cockroaches.”


“What?” I blushed, despite myself.


“You let all kinds of vermin into the building. You have no morals. You’re filthy—”


“What about your language? Isn’t that—”


“You dare to answer back?” He brandished his stick at me. “You’re nothing but trash. I’m going to make an example—”


I walked straight past him, trying to close my ears against what he was saying, but his threats and insults followed me. When I was halfway down the street I came to a standstill, shaking. He must have seen Abdel leaving the building that morning—or perhaps he had heard us making love. It was already ten o’clock, and I should have been opening my shop. Instead, I went to Caffe San Marco, on Major de Sarrià. I took a table by the window and ordered a trifásico, a coffee with a splash of brandy. The shaking slowly faded. Some people would probably have moved house if they had a neighbor like Senyor Artes, but I refused to consider it. Why should I allow a poisonous old man to ruin my life? Maybe he would work himself up into such a state that he would have some kind of heart attack or stroke. I found myself wishing ill on him. I found myself hoping he would die.


I reached into the back pocket of my jeans and took out a scrap of paper. Earlier, when I told Abdel I couldn’t see him for two weeks, he had carefully written down an address and handed it to me.


“So you can find me,” he said, “when you are ready.”


“This is where you live?”


He nodded.


After he had left, I looked up the address. It was right at the end of the L1 line, not far from where the Ronda Litoral turns into the carretera that goes all the way to France. Two thoughts struck me as I studied that scrap of paper in San Marco. First, it seemed unlikely that the twenty euros I’d given him on the night we met would have covered a taxi ride to where he lived. Secondly, in order to be waiting casually for me outside my building in one of his neatly ironed shirts, he would have to have traveled for at least an hour on the metro.


[image: image]


WHILE I was in the early stages of my pregnancy, Pol started seeing an ex-girlfriend called Raquel. This was at a time when I believed we were destined for each other, and that we would be together for the rest of our lives. He would meet Raquel at lunchtime, or on his way home from work. They would agree on a place for a rendezvous, then drive there and park their cars. That year, we were renting the ground floor of a modernist house in Valvidrera, a village on the hills at the back of the city. There are plenty of quiet streets in Valvidrera, some of them unpaved and leading off into the wild woodland of the Collserola.


One spring evening, I was sitting on a bench in our small garden when I heard Pol’s footsteps on the steeply descending stone steps at the side of the house. The sun had just set behind Montserrat some thirty miles to the west, its famous jagged ridge a forbidding silhouette against all the delicate pink and orange. Pol had called to let me know he would be late, and this time I knew exactly what that meant. I felt desolate, but calm.


“Isn’t it a bit cold to be outside?” He stood in front of me with a look of mild concern.


“You’re having an affair,” I said, “aren’t you.”


“What?”


I held up the packet of condoms I had found in the car at the weekend, wedged between the driver’s seat and the door.


“Oh,” he said, and almost smiled.


I tossed the packet at his feet and then stood up.


“It doesn’t mean anything,” he said. “It’s not important.”


“Have you told her that?”


“Told who?” He stared at me. “What do you mean?”


“Is that what you tell her when you’re fucking her? This doesn’t mean anything. This isn’t important.” Anger had bubbled up inside me, bitter as reflux. “I bet that goes down well.”


He sighed.


“An affair always means something, Pol.” I picked up the cup I’d been drinking from and threw it against the side wall of the house. There was a pretty shattering sound, and fragments of blue china appeared as if from nowhere on the gravel near our feet. I heard a window close in the apartment on the second floor.


“Jesus,” I said. “How dishonest can you get?”


And then, quite suddenly, all his bravado was gone, and he hung his head and bit his lip, as if he knew he was getting what he deserved. As if it was only fair that I should be allowed to let off steam. As if he just had to weather it, and he’d be off the hook. His patronizing attitude lit a fuse in me, and I exploded.


“You know what?” I said. “This is over.”


“This what?”


“This stupid marriage.”


“What?” he said. “Just like that?”


“Just like that.”


“But we’re having a baby—”


“I’m having a baby. You’re off fucking other people in our car.”


A cunning look stole onto Pol’s face. He was like that. He could change in an instant, and smoothly, like the ads on bus shelters. One moment, it’s eye shadow. The next, it’s a betting shop. Or pizza. His voice became soft, insinuating. “This is all a bit convenient, isn’t it.”


Now I was the one who didn’t understand.


“You actually wanted me to screw up,” he went on, his voice still held down, but growing in assurance. “You’ve been looking for an excuse.”


Though I resented the way he had turned the tables on me, as if I was the one in the wrong, I considered what he’d just said. “You know, I think you might be onto something there.”


He stared at me in disbelief, then bent down and began to gather up the pieces of blue china.


“You broke my favorite cup,” he muttered.


Our marriage dragged on for several months, but it was over not long after Mar was born. The separation was amicable, in that there were no fierce arguments over custody and maintenance—my willingness to stay on in Barcelona made things easier—though not so amicable that our friends didn’t have to choose sides, at the beginning at least. So why did I get rid of him? I allowed people to think it was all about betrayal, and they believed it, especially the women, because Catalan women are fiery and proud, and will not tolerate humiliation—as Montse told me once, years later, When Nacho cheated on me, I wanted to tear his heart out and throw it on the ground and stamp on it—but I saw Pol’s infidelity as a symptom of something else, something I found harder to forgive. There was a weakness in him. A craven quality. The way his gloating dissolved into self-pity. You broke my favorite cup. I wanted a man who would stand up for me, and for himself. Was that too much to ask?


I kept remembering how he had accused me of having waited for an excuse to end the relationship, and the look of thinly disguised triumph as he realized he had stumbled on a kind of truth. He had surprised me, but he had also surprised himself. I remembered how he had rounded on me, believing he had gained the upper hand, and how he seemed to crumple when I said he might be onto something. He had imagined I would start denying it, or I would lose my temper, or simply give in, terrified at the thought of losing him … The one thing he hadn’t bargained for was that I would agree with him, and I wasn’t sure he had ever forgiven me for that.
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