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For Selwa


Part I


ONE




Paloma

Paris, 1975

It was 24 November, the day after the funeral of Generalisimo Franco, the dictator of Spain, that I saw my first ghost. The morning started off ordinarily enough. I woke at six o’clock and stretched my arms and legs before slipping out of bed. It was still dark and I turned on the bedside lamp with its floral shade. By its mottled light, I pulled on my leotard and tights. My hairpins and headband were in the dresser drawer. I fixed my hair away from my face quickly and by habit, before guarding myself against the late autumn chill by wrapping my dressing gown around me and putting on my slippers.

The hallway was dark, but I didn’t need the light to guide me along it towards the kitchen. I crept past Mamie’s bedroom. My grandmother—whom I called ‘Mamie’ when we spoke French and ‘Iaia’ when we spoke Catalan—was a heavy sleeper and a herd of bulls wouldn’t have disturbed her, but it was guilt that made me move quietly. Mamie said that no ballerina should even think of getting out of bed before nine o’clock, let alone practising before that time. But I was meeting Gaby at the café during her break in lectures, and I had classes to give in the afternoon. Despite the events of the previous summer, I could not give up my daily practise of barre and centre work, even if it meant rising early. I’d rather do without sleep and food than miss my routine of pliés, tendus, ronds de jambe and stretching. They were as essential to me as breathing.

I switched on the light above the stove, careful not to wake my cockatiel, Diaghilev, who was still quiet in his covered cage. The Australian parrot with the Russian name had been a present to me from Mamie for my eighteenth birthday and was a chatterer. As soon as the morning light entered the kitchen he would be whistling bars from Mozart’s ‘Alla Turca’. I turned on the tap and filled a saucepan with water. There was a copy of El Diario, the Spanish émigré newsletter, on the bench. The newsletter was directed at those refugees who had fled Spain for France in 1939, after the Civil War. Pictures of Franco from his youth to his old age were on the cover. The article said that the dictator, who had died two weeks shy of his eighty-third birthday, would be buried at a memorial commemorating the War Dead. The paragraph was crossed out in red pen. Next to it Mamie had written: ‘The Fascist War Dead!’ I could feel the vehemence in her scrawl. It was not her usual ladylike penmanship and, if there weren’t only the two of us in the apartment, I would have thought someone else had written it.

I stood by the window while I waited for the coffee to brew. The wheaty smell of fresh bread drifted from the bakery across the street. I lifted the lace curtain and saw a queue of eager housewives waiting on the pavement outside. It was passion that made them early risers, like me. Their pursuit of the finest pain frais to feed their families enabled them to go without sleep. Dance affected me the same way. Nothing gave me more satisfaction than to unfold myself into a beautiful arabesque or execute a graceful grand jeté, even if I had to practise from morning until night seven days a week to do it.

A bittersweet aroma wafted around the kitchen, signalling that the coffee was ready. I let the curtain fall, noticing for the first time that its hem was frayed. I reached for a cup and saucer from the odd assortment of floral and plain designs in the cupboard. When I sat down to drink the honey-thick brew, my lip touched something rough on the china and I saw the cup was chipped. Mamie was fastidiously neat, but it was my mother who would never have tolerated things like chipped cups or frayed curtains. ‘Beauty is always in the details, Paloma,’ she used to say. But Mama wasn’t here any more, and my grandmother and I muddled along in our chipped and frayed existence without her.

There were two entrances to my grandmother’s ballet studio: one was directly from our kitchen; the second was next to the landing in the corridor outside. I took the key from the hook on the back of the kitchen door and entered the studio. Daybreak was starting to filter through the windows that overlooked the courtyard of our apartment building, so I didn’t turn on the lights. Although the floor was swept and mopped daily, the closed air was choked with the scent of dust and mould that was common to old buildings in Paris.

I took my ballet slippers from the cupboard and sat on the floor to tie the ribbons. While I was tucking in the ends, I thought about Mamie’s angry scribbling on the newsletter. When I was a child, I had often asked my grandmother about her Spanish past, but her lips would purse and the light would disappear from her eyes. ‘Perhaps when you are older,’ she would reply. I could see I was causing her pain and learned not to touch on the subject of her life before she came to Paris.

I left my dressing gown and bed slippers on the piano stool. Our accompanist, Madame Carré, would be in later to play Beethoven and Schubert for our students. But I liked to practise on my own in silence, following my body rather than the beat. From my demi-pliés, I moved to my grand-pliés, relishing the feeling of strength and flexibility in my legs. I cringed when a memory from last June’s debacle at the ballet school tried to force its way into my thoughts. I closed my eyes and pushed the image of me standing in front of the noticeboard, bathed in sweat and with nausea rising in my stomach, out of my mind. Years of training had taught me to focus on a single objective until I achieved it, and I was not going to give up on my dreams now.

After an hour at the barre, I was ready to do some centre practise. I positioned myself in front of the mirrored wall at the front of the studio and was about to commence a tendu combination when suddenly the daylight outside flickered. It was such a strange phenomenon that I lost my concentration. A thunderstorm so early in the morning? In November? I moved towards the window, perplexed. That was when I saw her, standing in the courtyard as if she was waiting for someone to arrive. I didn’t realise that she was a ghost at first but I wondered—because of her black wavy hair and the proud way that she held her chin—whether she was Spanish. The woman wasn’t anyone I recognised from Mamie’s collection of former refugees who occasionally gathered in our apartment. My initial impression was that she was a mother coming to enquire about lessons for her child on her way to work.

I opened the window and called to her, ‘Bonjour, Madame! Un moment, s’il vous plaît.’

I grabbed my leg warmers and coat from the cupboard, and slipped some loose boots over my ballet shoes. Before I headed out into the corridor, I picked up a leaflet for our school that gave the times of the classes. It was only when I was halfway down the stairs that it occurred to me that the courtyard door should have still been locked. How had the woman got inside? We didn’t have a concierge: my grandfather had never believed in them. He’d viewed anyone outside of the family as a potential spy.

I reached the ground floor and opened the door to the courtyard. The cold air bit my face and I shivered. I couldn’t see the woman. Where had she gone? Then I felt someone watching me. I turned and saw her standing by the disused well. My breath caught in my throat. She emanated a quality that reminded me of the great étoiles of the Paris Ballet: majesty. Her face was a slightly offset oval, and her nose above her strong, red mouth was broad and flat. But her eyes . . . I had never seen such eyes. They were like two black shells shimmering under the sea. It was their depth that made me realise the woman was not of this world.

She moved slowly towards me, her arm extended from her cloak with the grace of a dancer. Her hand hovered near mine as if she wanted to give me something. Without thinking, I opened my palm. Two objects dropped into it. I glanced down and saw a pair of golden hooped earrings. I looked from my palm to the woman, but she had disappeared as suddenly as she had arrived, leaving only the fading echo of her footsteps and the earrings I held in my hand.


TWO




Evelina

My dearest sister,

So the monster is finally dead! Let them give Franco’s body all the honours they want, for his soul will rot in hell, along with those other devils Hitler and Mussolini! Now the leaders of Europe and America can pay homage to the man who took their help without repayment, and used their policies of non-intervention to destroy the legitimate government of Spain and murder thousands of people. Do they not realise how much Franco was hated? That he relied on repression to rule? Franco’s death, while welcome, brings back too much darkness for me. Perhaps, in time, more light will illuminate what, for the present, I can’t bear to see or remember. They say that now he is gone, a new Spain will emerge. But we have heard that promise before. Even here in my refuge in France, I never feel entirely safe. Or for you, far away in Australia.

You asked how Paloma is faring. I fear that my granddaughter has had too many blows in her young life: the death of my darling Julieta, the disappointment in her father, the misfortune regarding her graduation from the ballet school. Today when I rose, Paloma was already dressed. She moved about the kitchen with a stunned expression on her face, dropping things, as if something had unnerved her. Although she copies Catherine Deneuve’s bouffant hairstyle and accents her golden brown eyes with liner, she looked so young and vulnerable in her velvet coat and scarf that I almost wanted to sit her on my lap and feed her bread with tomato, as I did when she was a child. She was hurrying to meet her friend who is studying at the Sorbonne. When Paloma turned to say goodbye, I was tempted to ask her what had happened to make her so agitated, but I kept silent. She does not share everything with me these days. When she suffers a disappointment, she shrinks into her own world, avoiding contact with those who might force her to face reality. She still practises six or seven hours a day, and examines the post when it arrives as if all that happened last June might be reversed and she will still be offered a place with the Paris Opera Ballet. That damned Arielle Marineau. She always hated Julieta, and now that her rival is gone, she takes her revenge on the innocent daughter. Wouldn’t be able to carry the load of a professional dancer—whoever heard of such nonsense? Paloma has undergone the most vigorous training since her childhood and is destined to be an étoile. Marineau wields too much power, and although it must have been obvious to the other examiners that Paloma is special, they are too terrified of upsetting the Opera’s ballet mistress. That is the world of dance: beauty and treachery.

‘Paloma,’ I tell her, ‘this is life. You make a plan and someone stops you. You must not give in to defeat. Find another way to your dream.’ The Paris Opera is not the only ballet company—and she was made offers by the scouts from New York and London. But I am not sure that she even hears any of what I am saying. It is as if she thinks the only way to keep her mother’s memory alive is to follow in her footsteps: Julieta excelled at the School of the Paris Opera Ballet, so she must too; Julieta became a première danseuse at nineteen and an étoile at twenty, so she must do the same, even though such rapid progression is rare. And so it goes. Paloma does not see that she is a different type of dancer to her mother. Julieta had superhuman physical strength—my poor darling even refused morphine until the very end. But Paloma . . . well, you have never had the experience of seeing her perform: this slender, quiet girl who comes to life on the stage, moving all with the beauty and delicacy of her performance. One’s heart could break with it. But what can I do? The more I talk, the more she retreats. So now I say nothing. I simply protect her from anything that might upset her fragile equilibrium or stir up her already anxious mind. I am terrified that anything that causes her too much excitement will push her over the edge. I can only pray and hope that time will heal.

It grows late and my eyes are weaker than they used to be. I will stop here, but I promise to write again soon.

With kisses and love,

Evelina


THREE




Paloma

‘Mon Dieu, Paloma!’ cried Gaby, staring at me with her electric-blue eyes. ‘A ghost?’

I glanced around the rue Mouffetard café, where we sat waiting for our coffee to arrive. The sudden influx of students from the Sorbonne hadn’t disturbed the man next to us from his contemplation of his newspaper and I was glad to see Gaby’s outburst hadn’t either.

‘Incredible!’ she went on. ‘It is fascinating!’ Her face was lit up with curiosity.

I had been worried that Gaby’s studies in law and political science might have turned her into a cynic, and had half-expected her to question my sanity when I related my account of the morning’s otherworldly visitor. As for me, my hands were still shaking and I’d missed my stop on the Métro because I’d been replaying in my mind how the apparition had vanished so suddenly.

‘Who could she be?’ Gaby asked.

‘I have no idea,’ I replied.

‘But what does it mean?’ Gaby ran her hand through her chocolate-brown hair. ‘When a ghost comes, it is supposed to have some unfinished business to conclude—or it has come to give a warning!’

I fingered the earrings in my jacket pocket. I had no doubt that the woman’s spirit had meant to give them specifically to me. But why? I hadn’t told Gaby about the earrings yet; how the laws of nature had been interrupted. I had made up my mind I would only show them to her if she believed my story about the ghost first.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the young, lithe waiter weaving his way between the tables with our coffees. We paused in our conversation as he put the cups down. After placing a serviette in front of each of us, he turned to go, but at that moment Gaby looked up. Always beautiful, she was especially ravishing today in her bell-bottomed pinstriped trousers and the floral mini-kimono she was wearing under her open coat. She was also fashionably braless and her small but shapely breasts jiggled along with her bangles each time she moved. The waiter was mesmerised.

‘Would you care for anything else, mesdemoiselles?’ he asked. ‘Would a baguette or some soup tempt you? A croque-monsieur perhaps?’ He addressed us both, out of politeness, but didn’t even glance at me.

‘Oh no, no,’ said Gaby, flashing a vibrant smile. ‘I’m watching my figure.’

The waiter stood there for a moment, opening and closing his mouth. Gaby’s figure was obviously fascinating to him as well.

I leaned back in my chair. I was aching to show Gaby the earrings, but I had learned to be patient whenever a man interrupted our conversation. I often wished I could be like her—so carefree, so charming, so flirtatious. But I couldn’t; where she was a complete extrovert, I was hopelessly trapped in my shell.

The waiter was doing his best to persuade Gaby to meet him after work, but I knew he wouldn’t succeed. She was flirtatious but choosy, and he wasn’t her type. She liked her men sporty. So while Gaby, in her usual charming way, flattered the waiter and at the same time quashed any hopes he entertained for an afternoon tryst, I looked at my hands and thought about why I was choosing to tell her about the ghost, rather than Mamie.

Making friends was not something I was good at, but I’d known Gaby since we’d met at Mamie’s ballet school, before I was accepted into the School of the Paris Opera Ballet. Gaby had been a promising ballet student too, but then she hit puberty and her love of dance gave way to a keen interest in boys. Sometimes I believed that Gaby sincerely liked my company—she was an excellent listener with that talent of making everyone she talked to feel fascinating. At other times I’d find myself wondering if she only kept up her acquaintance with me in order to practise her Spanish, which she needed to realise her ambition of entering the French diplomatic service. She certainly wasn’t my closest confidante: that was Mamie. But I knew if I told Mamie about the ghost she would think I’d gone insane with all the strain of the past year. And I had to tell someone.

I breathed in the heady air of the café—coffee, wine, garlic, bread and spicy cigarette smoke. These were the smells I associated with the Latin Quarter. I liked to walk around this part of the Left Bank, looking at the markets and bookstalls, and stopping at the record stores to listen to the Rolling Stones and Bryan Ferry. Although many of the streets had been tarred over after the student riots of 1968, the cobblestones of rue Mouffetard were still intact. That’s why I always met Gaby at the café on the corner: the place was steeped in history.

The waiter tenderly dispatched to dream of what might have been, Gaby turned back to me. ‘So tell me more about the ghost,’ she said, taking a sip of her espresso.

I held her gaze for a moment, my hand near my pocket. Up until now, the ghost had been an interesting mystery, like a premonition come true or an eerily accurate astrological chart. Once I showed Gaby the earrings, the matter would escalate to a different level: we would both be forced to accept the reality of the apparition; or Gaby would think I was making the whole thing up.

I drew a breath and slipped my fingers into my jacket pocket. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘there is more to this story—’

‘Bonjour!’

Another interruption. This time it was Marcel, Gaby’s latest boyfriend. I let the earrings drop back into my pocket.

‘Bonjour!’ Gaby replied, returning Marcel’s kisses. I greeted him too, hoping he was just passing by. Despite the incongruity of their appearances—Gaby in her flamboyant clothes and Marcel in his Lacoste shirt and jacket—it seemed that wherever Gaby went these days, Marcel came too. I had been pleasantly surprised to find her waiting for me at the café alone.

‘What’s up?’ asked Marcel, lighting a cigarette and signalling to a waitress to bring him coffee. He leaned back in his chair and my hope of having Gaby to myself faded.

‘Paloma has seen a ghost,’ said Gaby. ‘In her courtyard.’

If Gaby had grabbed the butter knife and plunged it into my stomach, she could not have caused me more pain. This was something I had intended to confide only in her. Our secret.

‘Ah,’ said Marcel, blowing out a stream of smoke and flashing me a condescending smile. ‘That’s Paloma’s Spanish blood. All Spaniards believe they are haunted by ghosts. A Spaniard without a ghost is like Paris without the Eiffel Tower: one can’t exist without the other.’

I grimaced. I wanted to tell him that he didn’t know what he was talking about. I was only half-Spanish—my father was . . . is . . . French. And my ghost was real. Not a figment of my imagination. Besides, the Eiffel Tower had been built in 1889, and Paris had existed long before then. But I said nothing because I didn’t want to upset Gaby.

Despite the besotted way she looked at Marcel, Gaby must have realised he was being insulting. She changed the subject to current events in Spain.

‘Everyone in the lecture this morning was talking about the implications of Franco’s death. They predict Spain will declare a state of emergency, and that the students and workers will protest. Professor Audret thinks Republican supporters who have been imprisoned since the Civil War might be released as an appeasement to the people.’

Marcel smoothed his ash-blond hair. ‘But Juan Carlos has been designated King. The monarchy has been restored and the dictatorship is over, as Franco promised. The Spanish people should be happy now.’

Gaby cast a glance at me. ‘Perhaps they don’t want a monarchy,’ she replied. ‘Perhaps they want what they had before the war: a democracy—like France.’

‘Pfff,’ said Marcel, taking another drag of his cigarette. ‘The Spanish couldn’t handle a democracy . . . that’s why they had a war. They are not like the French. The Republicans lost the fight because they were divided.’

I held my tongue but inwardly I was fuming. I was used to this sort of condescension by the French. Marcel’s family had a holiday apartment on the Costa Brava: all he knew of Spain was sun and cheap food and labour. I doubted he ever gave a thought to the police interrogations many suffered; the prisoners who were hung upside down by their feet. The Spanish government might tell the foreign press that political ‘enemies’ were treated humanely, but many of them were garrotted. If Mamie were with us, I knew what she would have told Marcel: ‘The Republicans lost the war because the Germans and Italians helped Franco with planes and troops, while the British and French stood by and did nothing.’ But I found Marcel impossible to engage in discussion. Any comment I made elicited that belittling smile of his, and I would rather remain silent than be subjected to it. For someone who was still living with his parents, he had an irritating habit of speaking as if he were a worldly expert on everything. But Gaby didn’t see that. Or if she did, she ignored it.

After ordering and eating a salad niçoise with French fries, and smoking another cigarette, Marcel announced that he had an appointment with his supervisor.

Gaby glanced at her watch. ‘I didn’t realise the time,’ she said, standing up. ‘My next lecture starts in a quarter of an hour.’

Marcel paid for the food and coffees. ‘Salut, Paloma!’ he said to me. ‘Beware of any more ghosts.’

That smug smile again; I could have punched him.

Gaby kissed me on both cheeks. ‘We’ll meet again next week, oui?’

The moment to show her the earrings had passed. I doubted she would even ask about the ghost when we next met.

I watched Gaby and Marcel walk down the street arm in arm. Unlike Gaby, my experience with boys was nil. Contrary to popular belief, not all the male students at the Ballet School were homosexual, but with all of us pushed to extremes for limited places, nobody was thinking about anything except dance. When you checked out a male at dance school, the only question you were asking yourself was whether he was strong enough to lift you gracefully. I thought about the private lessons I had arranged with Mademoiselle Louvet in order to prepare myself for the next round of auditions. I simply had to get into the Opera Ballet. I was ruined for anything else. A normal life was no longer a possibility for me: I hadn’t had the upbringing for one.

‘Why the long face?’

I turned to see an elderly woman looking at me. Her hair was dyed flame red and her pencilled eyebrows stood out on her heavily powdered complexion. She had spoken with a Spanish accent but she wasn’t anybody I knew.

The woman placed her hand on my arm. ‘You’re young! You’re pretty! You should do something to make you happy. Did you ever think about dance lessons?’

I was too taken aback by the irony to respond as the woman thrust a leaflet into my hand. It was a flyer for a Spanish dance school in Montparnasse: Académie de Flamenco Carmen Rivas.

‘Flamenco lessons?’ I said.

‘Sí.’ The woman grinned. ‘Come, you’ll enjoy yourself. Make nice friends.’ She gave me a little wave before heading off down the street.

I made my way towards the Métro station. Character dancing had not been my strength at ballet school, which had surprised my teachers because I was half-Spanish. Perhaps I’d been put off by Mamie’s attitude towards flamenco. I remembered the look of disdain on her face when we had come across a group of street performers on rue de la Huchette. ‘But you’re Spanish!’ I had said to her. ‘I’m Catalan,’ she’d corrected me. ‘Flamenco is from Andalusia. Franco forced the image of bullfighting and flamenco dancers on the whole of Spain, but they are not Catalan traditions.’

I was about to toss the leaflet in the nearest street bin when the earrings in my pocket tingled, heating up my skin despite the two layers of clothing between them and my leg. The effect reminded me of when I put Diaghilev, my cockatiel, on my finger and scratched his head. His little feet would heat up with happiness like two hotplates. I looked at the flyer again. Come, you’ll enjoy yourself . . . make nice friends. The beginners’ class was on a night that I didn’t teach at Mamie’s school. I was a devotee of classical ballet, but with the Opera Ballet branching out into more modern choreography, maybe an interest in different forms of dance would look good on my résumé? I tucked the leaflet into my pocket. If I decided to go, I’d have to avoid telling Mamie.

*  *  *

On the way from the Métro stop to our apartment on rue Spontini, I stopped by the newsstand to pick up Mamie’s journals. Micheline, the vendor, was sitting in her domed kiosk like a bird in a nest, absorbed in a copy of L’Humanité and surrounded by postcards, magazines and packets of cigarettes.

‘Bonjour!’ I said.

Micheline lifted her gaze from the newspaper and pushed her grey curls behind her ears. ‘Ah, bonjour, Paloma,’ she replied, standing up and smoothing down her crocheted vest. She placed Mamie’s copies of Le Monde and Libération on the counter. ‘I have something for you too today,’ she said, reaching to the shelf behind her. She passed me a copy of Paris Match with Rudolf Nureyev on the cover. ‘When do you start with the Ballet?’ she asked innocently. ‘I want to come and see your first performance. I’ll tell everyone, “I’ve known her since she was a little girl, coming to pick up the newspapers for her grandmother. And here she is now, a star!”’

‘Soon,’ I told her. ‘But remember, I only start with the corps de ballet. It will take a lot of work to become a première danseuse, let alone an étoile.’

I dismissed my qualms about the lie. I hadn’t discussed my failed audition with anyone except Mamie. After my record at the Ballet School, everyone had expected me to breeze through graduation. That I would be accepted as a quadrille had been taken for granted by my teachers and fellow students. I hadn’t told Mamie yet about my intention to audition again the following year. Mamie said that as long as Arielle Marineau was the ballet mistress at the Opera, I would not have a chance of being accepted. She had tried to convince me to accept the places I had been offered with companies in New York and London, promising to come with me if I did so, but for me there was only one ballet company. It was the Paris Opera Ballet or nothing.

‘Whatever you do, it will be magnificent,’ said Micheline, her broad mouth forming into a grin. ‘Let me know as soon as you get the good news,’ she went on, tying the newspapers together with string to make them easier to carry. ‘I’ll open a bottle of champagne.’

The sincerity of her good wishes touched my heart.

She handed me the package, then opened her mouth in alarm. ‘Watch out! It’s her again!’ she said, nodding her chin in the direction of the street. ‘Your stepmother.’

I turned to see Audrey—Hermès scarf around her neck, hair impeccably twisted into a roll—pulling up to the kerb in her Citroën. She had no reason to be in this area other than to pester me. Luckily she didn’t appear to have spotted me yet.

‘She’s not my stepmother,’ I told Micheline. ‘She’s just someone who married Papa.’ I gave Micheline two quick kisses. ‘I’d better go. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

I calculated that if I walked quickly but steadily, I might avoid attracting Audrey’s attention and reach the apartment before her. Once I was safely inside, Mamie was hardly going to insist that I open the door to ‘that woman’. It used to be my father who launched these surprise attacks, but I hadn’t seen him for months.

I was almost at the entrance to our building when I heard Audrey’s heels clacking behind me. ‘Paloma!’ she called out.

I kept walking. How had she caught up with me? Had she run?

‘Paloma!’

There was a huddle of pre-school children on the pavement, waiting to cross the road with their teachers. The last thing I wanted was a scene. But since it was impossible to avoid Audrey now, I decided my best defence was to be aggressive. I turned around.

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. ‘Are you following me?’

Audrey’s forest-green eyes were unfazed. She waved her hand and I caught a whiff of the woody notes of her Rive Gauche perfume. ‘Bien sûr,’ she said. ‘Of course I am following you.’ She looked at me with the same air of unruffled authority I imagined she used on the staff at her publicity company.

‘Why?’

‘Why?’ she repeated, emitting a sharp laugh and shrugging her shoulders. ‘Because you don’t return your father’s phone calls, because you don’t answer his letters, because you refuse to see him. That’s why. You are breaking his heart.’

I’m breaking his heart? I thought. What about the way he broke mine? Six months after my mother died, he remarried! A new wife. A new stepson. A new life! My mother’s memory swept away as if their marriage—and her long, painful death—had never happened.

‘Look,’ said Audrey, reaching into her Louis Vuitton bag and pulling out a music cassette. ‘He wanted to give you this.’

I shook my head. I felt a mounting outrage that I was still being drawn into this farce, despite having told my father that I wanted nothing more to do with him. I had an urge to grab the cassette and throw it in the gutter. Proud, self-confident Audrey in her peach satin suit must have loved my father a great deal to humiliate herself by approaching me. I had nothing but disdain for her. Six months! Had she been chasing after my father while the surgeons were removing my mother’s tumour-ridden insides? But as suddenly as my anger flared, it dissipated. I felt drained. The appearance of the ghost had distracted me. I didn’t have the energy to be furious any more. Tears pricked my eyes but I quickly blinked them away.

Audrey’s face remained hard but something in her manner shifted. ‘Go on, take it,’ she said.

For a moment, it was as if we were two actresses in a play and Audrey was whispering my cue to me. It was typical of my father to make a recording when we could no longer share words. We had always communicated better through music. I took the cassette from her without looking at what was on it, and was about to shove it into my coat pocket when I remembered the earrings. I tossed it into my bag instead.

‘Your father’s fiftieth birthday is in January,’ Audrey said, mistaking my acceptance of the cassette as a softening of my stance. ‘I’m throwing a party for him. You know it would mean everything to him for you to be there.’

The nerve of her! Throwing a party? Did she think she was Mama? I stepped away from Audrey and put my hand on the entry door. ‘He has friends,’ I said over my shoulder. ‘He has you. He doesn’t need me.’ I strode into the foyer and let the heavy door slam shut behind me.

‘You’re wrong,’ Audrey called after me. ‘He needs you more than anyone!’

I stood in the foyer a moment, trying to catch my breath. Why couldn’t Audrey—and my father—leave me alone? He needed me. It was always about my father’s needs first. Always! My mind flew back to the choking grief I had felt at my mother’s funeral, while my father sat dry-eyed in the car next to me, talking about his upcoming concert in Berlin and humming the theme of Schumann’s ‘Piano Concerto in A Minor’ under his breath. Was it because of Audrey that he had been so composed? Because he knew that he wouldn’t be alone? I leaned against the staircase, shutting out the earlier memories of my father’s deep, resonant voice; his promises to always protect his ‘darling little girl’.

Our apartment could be reached from the foyer, or from a set of stairs at the rear of the courtyard. I decided to go through the courtyard, half-hopeful and half-afraid that the ghost would be waiting for me again. But there was no one—or nothing—there.

A wrought-iron chair stood amongst the pots of the herb garden. It was cold to touch, but I sat down on it anyway. The apartment building, with its iron balconies and mansard roofs, had been erected in the nineteenth century. I looked up at the stone walls and the dormer windows, built by workmen long before there were formal unions and compulsory safety equipment. A breeze tickled my cheek and I felt the flow of history pass through me. How many people had lived in this building over the past century? It must have been hundreds. I saw men leaning on fireplaces; women chatting in parlours; maids opening windows to air rooms; children and dogs tumbling along corridors in games of hide-and-seek. Yet, with all that record of life, I had seen no ghosts here except for today: that one Spanish spectre. Everyone else’s presence had vanished. It occurred to me that in one hundred years’ time, if the human race hadn’t perished from an atomic war, another woman might look up at the windows and feel no trace of me.

The sound of something scraping jolted me from my thoughts. I turned, but it was only Mamie’s friend Conchita coming through from the foyer with her mail.

‘Ah, hola!’ she said, when she saw me.

As usual, she was looking chic in a two-piece blouson dress and matching salmon-pink shoes. She was nearly seventy years of age, and had the knack of giving the appearance of wealth while not having a cent to her name. She’d replaced the missing diamonds in her wedding jewellery with white paste so her rings still sparkled with brilliant effect, and she remained impeccably groomed by giving the girls at the beauty salon deportment lessons in exchange for her weekly hair and nail appointments.

‘Conchita’s never accepted her change in circumstances,’ my mother had once explained to me. ‘And Mamie hasn’t the heart to break her fragile grip on reality. Conchita’s always been taken care of; she has no idea how to look after herself.’ It was Mamie who organised the twice-weekly deliveries to Conchita’s apartment from the grocer and baker. ‘Otherwise, I’m afraid she uses the meagre life insurance payments her husband left her to buy more hats instead of feeding herself,’ my mother had said.

Mamie owned three of the apartments in our building. Owning property in Paris’s sixteenth arrondissement should have made us wealthy, but we only appeared so on paper. The apartment that I shared with Mamie was mainly taken up by the ballet studio, so our living area was only forty square metres; and the apartment on the ground floor was given rent-free to Conchita. The other apartment, a three-bedroom place where I used to live with my father and mother, was let out to an American businessman and his family, but the rent from it went into my grandmother’s fund for supporting elderly Spaniards who had never been able to rebuild their lives after coming to Paris when the Civil War ended. The building had never had a concierge. Having been betrayed by that Parisian icon during the Second World War, my grandfather and the owners of the other apartments, a Jewish family, had agreed not to have one. ‘It’s better to bear the inconvenience or be robbed than to be betrayed,’ my grandfather used to say when visitors complained about having to call from a telephone booth if the front door was locked.

‘Would you like to come in for a cup of rosemary and lemon tisane?’ Conchita asked me.

I had an hour before my first afternoon class. I’d intended to write down the events of the morning so that they would remain real to me. But I hadn’t visited Conchita for a while, and I knew she was lonely. Although she wasn’t as affectionate with me as Mamie, I’d grown up with her. She’d played dress ups with me when my parents were away on tour and had taught me how to put on make-up properly.

‘Of course,’ I said, taking her spindly arm.

Like its inhabitant, Conchita’s tiny ground-floor abode exuded a kind of standoffish elegance with its encaustic tiled floors, chandeliers and lace curtains. It was morbid too. On top of her radio cabinet, Conchita kept two framed pictures: the first was of her French husband, Pierre, embracing their rosy-cheeked baby sons; the second was a newspaper clipping detailing a fatal car accident. With these two pictures, Conchita told the story of the events that had punctuated her life in France. When the few people who ever entered the apartment—the doctor, the occasional salesman, a delivery boy—saw the pictures, they knew what questions not to ask.

There was no photograph of Conchita’s eldest son, Feliu, nor of his Spanish father. I had seen Feliu a few times over the years. He drove trucks through Europe for a French transport company and when he was in Paris he sometimes visited Mamie, but never his mother. He was friendly enough to me, but always gave me the impression that he was something like a sparrow: happy to visit, but as eager to flit away.

‘Why doesn’t Feliu see his mother when he comes?’ I asked Mamie after one of these visits. ‘It must hurt her.’

‘It’s complicated,’ said Mamie. ‘He left home at fourteen, and he and Conchita have never been close. But he always leaves me some money to help with her expenses, so he still has a sense of duty towards her.’

I guessed the root of the rift had something to do with the Civil War, and therefore it was never likely to be revealed to me.

While the water for the tisane was boiling, Conchita turned on the radio. The announcer was translating a statement that Richard Nixon had given in honour of Franco. ‘A loyal friend and ally of the United States,’ the former American president had called him. ‘A true leader.’

Conchita listened with tears in her eyes. ‘He was not as bad a man as your grandmother thinks, Paloma,’ she muttered. ‘Franco wanted to make Spain great.’

I sat back in the upholstered chair and wondered how Conchita and my grandmother had remained friends when their views of Franco were so polarised. But they never seemed to discuss politics, and Conchita didn’t attend Mamie’s gatherings of émigrés.

Conchita and I drank the tisane together and kept our conversation to the weather and the new chocolatier that was opening near place Victor Hugo. I promised that I would be first in line outside its Art Nouveau windows to buy her favourite coated almonds.

‘Ah,’ said Conchita, clapping her hands with delight. ‘You are always so good to me.’

When it was time for me to go, she accompanied me to the front door. I bent to kiss her and the leaflet for the Spanish dance school dropped onto the tiles.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, picking it up. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Flamenco lessons?’ She gave me a sharp look, which took me by surprise.

‘I’m thinking of taking lessons to improve my character dancing,’ I explained. ‘And it might be fun.’

Conchita’s back stiffened. I wondered if she had the same objections that Mamie did to a ‘low-brow’ art that had been forced on the Catalans.

I shrugged awkwardly. ‘I know it’s not Catalan,’ I said, ‘but it could be good for my repertoire. It’s very expressive. Please don’t tell Mamie. She doesn’t seem to like it. I guess because it’s not from her part of Spain.’

Conchita cleared her throat. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said, pursing her lips as if she was trying to contain what she really wanted to say. ‘Ballerinas need inspiration from other forms of dance. I understand. It’s not the culture you are looking for, but the style.’

She opened the door for me and I stepped out into the corridor. As I turned towards the stairway, I heard her say in a small voice from behind the door, ‘It’s not because she’s Catalan that your grandmother hates flamenco.’
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Celestina

Barcelona, 1909

You who judge me: come! Let me tell you a story. Let me take you to a part of Barcelona not glorified by intellectuals for Gaudí’s revolutionary architecture, for its impressive paintings and sculptures, for its elegant Modernista style; the ‘Pearl of the Mediterranean’, the ‘Paris of the South’. No, this place is far from the passeig de Gràcia with its shops selling gold-embossed inkpots and mother-of-pearl hair combs. You will not find tree-lined boulevards here, nor cafés serving vanilla wafers with their fine filtered coffee. Follow me along las Ramblas where the street vendors peddle everything from parakeets to corn cobs, where the prostitutes lean on lampposts and stare indolently at the passers-by, and the cabarets play music all night. Here now, let me lead you through these streets that grow narrower and grimmer. Hold your handkerchief to your nose lest the stink—of rancid garlic and urine trapped in the hot, humid air—assaults your nostrils.

A woman opens a door and shouts something to another in the sing-song inflection of Catalan. Her friend answers with the inflated expressiveness of an Andalusian dialect. A third woman, taking threadbare shirts from a clothes line, adds her nasal Majorcan tone to the conversation. We turn a corner and see a beggar worrying at his sores with a stick in the hope of eliciting more money; and we evade the dogs feeding on the refuse thrown in the street. Walk with me across this square that is nothing more than mud and give no thought to your precious shoes. Let us come to a stop before a tenement building that was built to accommodate twenty people, but whose landlord has been subdividing the apartments into smaller and smaller units as rents have risen sharply over the last few years. This building now houses sixty wretched souls, who share one working toilet. Disease has visited this place many times: cholera; tuberculosis; meningitis. An outbreak of typhoid took a much-loved mother’s life just last year. Turn your eyes to the empty lot next to it, piled with shards of rubble. Another tenement building once stood here, like the one we are looking at, with cracked walls and stained windows. But its foundations collapsed in the winter rains, crushing all those inside.

Here, let me take you up the narrow, worn stairs of the building and show you an apartment on the top floor, where a family is sleeping. It is five o’clock in the morning and summer light is beginning to penetrate the broken slats of the shutters. The heat-laden air is pungent with the smells of rust and mould, but the apartment’s occupants have become so used to the odours that they no longer notice. The apartment consists of a kitchenette and one room that serves as both bedroom and eating area. In this room, on a narrow iron bed, lies a prematurely grey-haired man. On his left, with his back turned to him, is his eighteen-year-old son. Tucked under his right arm is his ten-year-old boy. In a corner of the room, where most of the paint has peeled away from the walls and a stain darkens the ceiling, stands a cot bed with a girl lying in it. The girl is eight years old and too big for the bed; she has to twist herself like a piece of rope to fit in it, but there is nowhere else for her to sleep—the rats prevent her from stretching out on the floor. Look at her, curled up tightly, not only to fit into the tiny bed but also to curb the hunger pangs she suffers each night when she goes to sleep. Her arms and legs are raw with flea bites, made worse by the heat. Her greasy hair has not seen soap and water for weeks. Can you find no pity in your heart for such a child? Look at her carefully before you judge. For that young girl is me.

*  *  *

‘Celestina!’

I opened my eyes at my father’s call, although I’d already been awake for an hour. The hunger pangs in the pit of my stomach gnawed at me like rats. But one look at Papá’s haggard face and all desire to complain left me. He had given me his share of bread the night before, and it hurt me to think he would go to work with worse pains than I suffered.

I stood up and Papá lifted me out of the cot. While he sat on the bed to put on his workboots, I struck the floor gently with the soles of my feet, responding to a rhythm no one else could hear. Papá said I had danced before I could walk, that it was in my blood. My mother had always danced too.

Anastasio was at the dresser, crouching so he could see himself in the speckled mirror. I watched him contorting his face to shave. Although I was young, I understood from the way women turned when he passed by on the street that my eldest brother was handsome. My father said that Anastasio had inherited his good looks from our mother. She, on the other hand, had always insisted that he was the spitting image of Papá when he was a youth. I glanced from Anastasio to Papá and tried to discern in that beloved wrinkled face Anastasio’s chiselled features and dark broody eyes. Papá was only forty-two years of age, but the troubles that had plagued him since he left his village in Andalusia twelve years earlier had aged him. He’d come to Barcelona with my mother and Anastasio after a peasant uprising, but had only found more of the same poverty and suffering he’d tried to leave behind.

‘Dancing! Dancing! Always dancing, Celestina!’

My brother Ramón grabbed me in a headlock. His fingers caught in the tangles in my hair and I yelped.

‘Be gentle!’ scolded Anastasio, turning from the mirror. ‘She’s little.’

‘Of course,’ said Ramón, pinching my cheeks. ‘I only have one sister.’

This was true. Those who had been born in the years between Anastasio and himself had all died in infancy.

Ramón was not handsome like Anastasio. He had a head the shape of an egg and his body was round like a stuffed artichoke. But what he lacked in looks, Ramón made up for in personality. He charmed the street vendors into giving us their spoiling fruit and vegetables, and had even managed to convince our avaricious landlord to give us a week’s grace on our rent during the strike at the factory. Whenever Ramón had a big win, like the time a shopkeeper had given him an entire box of almonds, he was always generous in sharing it, even with the sickly Fernández children who lived in the apartment next to us.

‘Come on, or we’ll be late,’ said Papá, opening the door to the corridor. We filed out in order of age, then Ramón picked me up in his arms. Although I could walk perfectly well and Ramón was only a few inches taller than me, he liked to carry me about.

‘Put her down, Ramón,’ said Anastasio, taking both our hands. ‘She’s not a doll.’

A few streets away, on our way to the markets on las Ramblas, we came across workmen clearing up broken glass and twisted metal outside a bicycle shop. The air was putrid with the stench of burnt rubber. There was a gaping hole in the blackened wall of the building and the inside of the store looked to have been reduced to ash. Policemen were in attendance, searching through the rubble and questioning witnesses.

‘Another bomb,’ muttered Papá.

The explosion had been close enough to our building that we should have heard it, but we’d become so used to the blasts lately that none of us had woken up. We were no longer surprised by the sight of a bicycle pump embedded in the wall of the shop opposite, or the saddle that had melted into a lamppost and now resembled a wilting flower. A few years earlier, the city had suffered a series of fatal bombings in revenge for the execution of four anarchists. But those attacks had been directed against the wealthy and the authorities. These latest bombings seemed to have no political purpose. They occurred in the streets of the poorest neighbourhoods in the early hours of the morning, as if those responsible were trying not to hurt anybody.

Something shiny in the gutter caught my eye. I recognised the brass dome as a bicycle bell, still in one piece and barely even scratched. Ramón noticed it too and bent to pick it up out of curiosity. A policeman spotted him and shouted, ‘Get lost, you little thief!’

Ramón straightened, red with mortification at the accusation. Charmer? Yes. Salesman? Yes. Talented persuader? Yes. But thief? Never!

Anastasio’s lips drew into a thin line and he clenched his fists, ready to defend his brother’s honour. But Papá grabbed his shoulder. ‘Come, or we will be late,’ he said. He spoke with measured calm, but the look he gave the policeman was as sharp as a knife.

The plane trees that lined las Ramblas were in their full summer leafiness. Housewives and housemaids were bustling about the Boqueria Market. That cornucopia of fruit and vegetables, meat, seafood and sweets was Ramón’s favourite place in the world. Many of the vendors knew him by name and were happy to give him a little something—some olives in winter, some overripe fruits in summer—in exchange for the fanciful stories he told with such aplomb. I could never forget the day he returned with a piece of tortell: a round pastry stuffed with marzipan and topped with glazed fruit. We shared it between us, and the sweet sensation on my tongue was so blissful I was sure I had died and gone to heaven. Inspired by Ramón’s acquisitions I’d followed him into the market the following day. But the sight of boiled goats’ heads hanging from hooks and other animals’ organs laid out on cabbage leaves horrified me. I was sure I could see the kids’ hearts beating still. I screamed when one of the butchers touched me with his icy finger and fled back out onto las Ramblas. The market became associated with the stench of death and I never wanted to return there.

My idea of paradise was the place we were headed now: the flower market, on the opposite side of the street to the Boqueria. I loved to spend my day there amongst the rainbow of colours and alluring scents, the blooms bursting from buckets and cascading from pots: trailing geraniums, fragrant roses, waxy begonias, vivid marigolds. My favourites were the blood-red clusters of carnations, like dancing girls swishing their skirts. The beauty, charm and exotic fragrances of the flower market were the exact opposite of the world in which I usually existed.

‘Buenos días!’ called out Teresa when she saw us. She lifted a bucket of gardenias onto her stall table and the sweet, summery scent of the flowers wafted through the air.

Big-boned Teresa was a widow who looked after me and Ramón when Papá and Anastasio were at the textiles factory, a responsibility for which she refused to accept payment. She had met my father at a meeting of the Radical Party, where she was a leader of one of the women’s groups: Damas Rojas. The other group was Damas Radicales, which was more conservative in its politics. Teresa owned her own stall at the market and wore tiny pearl earrings, both of which made her fabulously wealthy in my eyes. In reality, however, she was only a little better off than we were. Teresa was originally from Madrid, which was why she spoke in Spanish to us instead of the Catalan she used with her customers. She had come to Barcelona with her husband, who had intended to fulfil a lifelong dream of working on a ship. But before he could realise his ambition, he cut his finger on a piece of wire and died a week later of an infection.

Teresa placed her man-sized hands on her hips and shared her theory on the latest bombing. ‘It’s the Radical leaders inspiring the workers to revolution.’ She cast a reproachful look at my father. ‘You know that these strikes, negotiations and do-gooder social legislation are getting you nowhere. The factory owners show some mock resistance, then send you all home with a few more céntimos. The only way for real change is to create an entirely new system.’

‘You might be right,’ agreed Papá wearily. ‘The economy has recovered since the loss of the colonies, but our wages have stayed the same. Yet costs go up and up.’

Delfina, the flower vendor at the next stall, looked over her bluebells and winked at Anastasio. He nodded courteously to her but his mind was on other things.

‘You know what I think?’ he said to Teresa. ‘I think the factory owners are setting off the bombs themselves to discredit the labour movement. Every time one goes off it’s an excuse for the police to arrest and torture the union leaders and scare off the workers.’

The market clock struck six. Papá and Anastasio still had a way to walk to the factory, so they hurriedly kissed us goodbye. Before they left, Teresa reached into a basket and gave them each a long sandwich wrapped in newspaper. The salty smell of anchovies tickled my nostrils.

‘Teresa, you shouldn’t . . .’ began Papá. He’d just paid the rent on our apartment and there was no money for ‘extras’.

Teresa raised her hand to stop him. ‘I had a very good day yesterday, and I’m sick of seeing the two of you get scrawnier and scrawnier,’ she said.

My father cast a glance at me and Ramón. He would never eat if we were going without.

‘Don’t worry,’ Teresa told him. ‘I have something for them too.’

After Papá and Anastasio had departed, Ramón and I ate the olive oil and garlic sandwiches Teresa had prepared for us and then helped her set up the flower table. As we were finishing, Laieta came by on her way home from work. She was the daughter of a friend of Teresa’s who had died three years before. I didn’t understand what it was that twenty-year-old Laieta did for a living, or that she’d been forced to take up her current trade when she was laid off from the sweatshop where she had worked. I simply thought her glamorous in her narrow ankle-length skirt, her wavy hair swept up on top of her head and her hat cocked jauntily to one side. Her sweet, powdery perfume was as exotic to me as the Arab markets down by the port.

Laieta greeted Teresa with kisses, then she turned to us.

‘I have a gift for you, my little ones,’ she said, reaching into her bag and taking out a tin. She handed it to me. ‘A friend of mine gave it to me last night.’

I prised open the container and a sweet aroma wafted out. Although I had devoured my sandwich, I was still hungry and my stomach rumbled with anticipation when I saw the tiny nut cookies inside. Ramón grabbed the tin from me and offered the cookies to Teresa and Laieta first, who both refused, before handing it back to me.

‘Mmm,’ I said, biting one of the cookies and relishing the feeling of it crumbling in my mouth. It was almost as marvellous as the tortell had been. ‘What are they called?’

‘Pets de monja,’ replied Laieta, stifling a laugh. ‘Nun’s farts.’

‘Why are they called that?’ Ramón asked, taking one of the cookies and sniffing it.

Laieta shrugged. ‘I think it’s because of the popping sound they make when they are baking . . . but it could be because they are small and discreet.’

Teresa laughed so much her breasts and hips shook. ‘Why do you assume nun’s farts would be small and discreet?’ she said, wiping the tears from her eyes. ‘Those religious bitches are full of gas.’

She hated the Church, which she saw as a corrupt bastion of repression for the poor.

Laieta grinned and leaned towards Teresa. ‘Speaking of explosions—that bicycle shop was an unlikely target for the bomb that went off last night. Personally, I think the clergy are setting them off so the municipal council will close the rationalist schools, which they claim don’t teach respect for authority.’

‘Well, whoever is setting the bombs off for whatever reason, it’s turning Barcelona into the Wild West,’ replied Teresa.

Laieta’s bracelets tinkled when she reached up and adjusted her hat. ‘They hired some big shot from Scotland Yard to find the perpetrators, but all he’s been able to conclude is that a tourist is still safer in Barcelona than in London or Paris.’

‘How did you find that out?’ Teresa asked, tugging a brown petal from one of the roses. ‘About the detective from Scotland Yard?’

Laieta gave a wry smile. ‘I have connections, you know.’

Teresa turned to me and Ramón. ‘Run along for a bit, you two,’ she said. ‘I don’t need you right at this moment.’

It was obvious that she wanted to talk to Laieta about things they didn’t want us to hear, but Ramón and I didn’t mind. It gave us a chance to visit our favourite place in the market: the wall where posters were pasted for upcoming entertainments. Ramón always gravitated towards the ones advertising bullfights.

‘Olé!’ he cried, swishing an imaginary cape. He did a good job of demonstrating the difficult butterfly stance that was nearly always depicted in the advertisements.

I applauded him and threw him a pretend rose.

‘When I grow up, I’m going to be a famous bullfighter,’ he announced, puffing out his chest. ‘Then I’m going to buy us a grand villa on passeig de Gràcia and Papá and Anastasio will never have to work again.’

‘With maids and servants and crisp white sheets,’ I cried, clapping my hands together. ‘And lilies in every room.’

Neither Ramón nor I had ever seen a bullfight and we couldn’t imagine the gore of the bullring, or the cruel way the noble animal was put to death. Nor did we know that toreros and their horses were often disembowelled or trampled to death. We were innocent children with no sense of bloodlust. We only knew the handsome matadors in their ‘suits-of-lights’ from their posters. They were like film stars to us—poor gypsies and peasant boys plucked from poverty and launched into a world of impossible riches: villas, luxury cars and beautiful women. For us, such fantasies were an escape from the reality that Ramón would join Papá and Anastasio in the factory soon; and that I would follow suit a couple of years later.

While Ramón fantasised about being a matador, it was another poster that captured my imagination. My eye was drawn to the picture of the alluring woman with her arms poised above her head. She wore a yellow dress with a ruffled skirt like petals, and her long dark hair spilled over her shoulders and back, pinned with a red carnation behind her ear. Her gaze was towards her bare feet, and the fierceness of her downcast eyes suggested a strength and defiance that stirred something deep in me. I stamped the balls of my feet and raised my hands above my head.

‘And when I grow up,’ I told Ramón, ‘I will be a famous flamenco dancer.’

A shadow passed over me, causing a chill to run up my spine. Ramón’s face froze. We both turned to see a woman wearing a crimson scarf staring at us. I knew immediately from her swarthy skin and the basket of herbs she carried by her side that she was a gypsy.

‘You must never make a wish in front of a Romani,’ whispered Ramón, his face as pale as a corpse’s, ‘lest they grant it in some perverse way.’

I knew of that superstition but I wasn’t afraid. I was intrigued by the woman’s face, her knotted brow and the mole in the crease of her nostril. There were gypsies all over Spain, pure-blooded and those who had intermarried with Spaniards. My mother herself was said to have descended from a line of gitanos.

I held the gypsy woman’s gaze and made my wish again, silently this time but with all my heart.

*  *  *

When Ramón and I returned to Teresa’s stall, Laieta had gone but Amadeu was there, in the wheelchair his neighbours had made for him using bicycle tyres and a wicker chair. As a young man, Amadeu had been sent off to ‘fight for the colonies’ in Cuba and had returned without his legs. It was from him that we learned about the horror of life as a conscript with the Spanish army: minimal rations and no pay. ‘Those of us who didn’t die in battle or perish from malaria simply died of starvation,’ he’d told us.

‘The officers treated poor men like Amadeu with the same contempt in battle that their rich families do in civilian life,’ Teresa had explained. ‘They robbed them, and insulted them by giving them “uniforms” that were nothing more than straw hats, rotted rope sandals and pyjamas! The Great Spanish Army, indeed!’

‘I sacrificed my legs for their sugar, and they can’t even give me a pension,’ I’d heard Amadeu tell Teresa. ‘What pride I had left after losing my manliness was taken away by having to beg. When our poor families saw us off at the dock, they were farewelling most of us forever.’

I liked Amadeu—he always had a smile and a kind word for us, despite his difficulties—but his stories also produced a kind of morbidity in me. Now Anastasio was eighteen years old, he would soon be called up for compulsory military service. Most likely it would involve nothing more than being stationed with a garrison for a couple of years of training. But I dreaded the thought that he, too, could be sent away.

Ramón and I sat under the flower table and listened to Amadeu and Teresa talk about the latest bombing. I realised from the crumbs in Amadeu’s lap that Teresa had made a sandwich for him too. She had adopted us all: Ramón and me, Laieta and Amadeu. She was like a vagabond woman feeding the pigeons in the town square.

To show his gratitude for the food and clothing Teresa managed to find for him, Amadeu came by each day to read the radical newspaper El Progreso to her. For while Teresa was intelligent by nature, she had only the rudiments of an education and reading a political newspaper was beyond her. Amadeu was not far into the news before the morning rush began. Housemaids rubbed elbows with restaurant owners; the wives of doctors and lawyers came in droves, determined that their new homes in l’Eixample be as elegant as those of the old ruling elite.

Amongst the influx were two figures whom every flower vendor watched as keenly as a cat watches mice: the Montella family’s housekeeper and lady’s maid. The housekeeper wore a brown dress with a white collar and cuffs. Her grey hair was tucked under a mob-cap and her expression was grim. The lady’s maid was younger and was dressed in a lace blouse and striped skirt, with a lace mantilla on her head. Their mistress adored flowers and they only ever bought the best quality ones, especially if it was to make an arrangement for a special occasion. The Montella family owned several factories in Barcelona, including the one where Papá and Anastasio worked. They had stakes in the profitable iron-ore mines in Morocco, and were inferior in fortune only to the Güell family and the Marqués of Comillas.

That day, the housekeeper and lady’s maid had another servant with them: a young woman in the blue uniform and white pinafore of a nursemaid. She was pushing a pram with a cream chassis and a navy-blue hood; the Montella family crest of a gold mastiff was embossed on the side. Holding on to the brass handle of the pram, and guided by the nurse, was a girl a year or two older than myself. She wore a white cotton piqué dress, high button shoes and a bow in her hair—clothes I could only imagine wearing in my dreams.

The lady’s maid fixed her eyes on the lilies Teresa had on display and headed straight for our stall. The other women followed her. The lady’s maid nodded to the housekeeper.

‘Your lilies aren’t as good as last week,’ the housekeeper barked at Teresa. ‘Yet, outrageously, you want the same price!’

Senyora Montella sent her lady’s maid to buy flowers because of her polished taste, and the housekeeper because of her ability to drive a hard bargain. Teresa knew the game.

‘Indeed they aren’t as good,’ she agreed. ‘They are better!’

Ramón and I peered out from under the table. Watching the housekeeper and Teresa haggle was not unlike watching a couple dancing the fandango. The dance was a courtship ritual full of quarrelling: boy sees girl; girl rejects boy; girl pursues boy, and then flees. The housekeeper offered a third of Teresa’s asking price for the lilies. Teresa folded her arms and said she would not accept less than three-quarters. After some more bargaining gymnastics, they settled on half of the original price and moved on to bargaining over some roses.

While the women were negotiating, Ramón and I sneaked a look at the baby in the pram. Her face was as pretty as a wide open aster flower. She had translucent skin, quite unlike the sickly complexions of the babies born in our neighbourhood, and her watchful eyes were honey-coloured. Although she looked to be only about six months old, she was already crowned with luxuriant locks of chestnut hair.

The little girl holding onto the pram saw us admiring the baby and smiled. She took my hand. ‘That’s my sister,’ she said.

‘What’s her name?’ I asked.

The nursemaid, whose attention had been on the negotiations, heard my question. She glanced down and saw me and Ramón under the table. Her face twisted with disgust when she noticed the girl was holding my hand. She tugged the pram back and grabbed the girl, wiping her hand furiously with a cloth as though it was coated in something filthy. ‘Margarida!’ she hissed. ‘I told you not to touch . . . beggar children!’

It was just as well Teresa didn’t hear her. Customers or not, she would have chased them away. The nursemaid’s words were humiliating, but Ramón and I were used to rebuffs. Anastasio often said the Catalans looked down on the rest of Spain as if their language and culture were somehow better than everyone else’s. Behind their backs, he called them ‘señoritingos’: spoiled little rich kids.

Teresa and the women concluded their transaction: they had squeezed her on the lilies but had also bought three bouquets of fine roses and several posies at her best price. She wrapped the flowers and placed them in the women’s baskets. As the Montella party turned to go, something urged me to ask the baby’s name again.

‘Your sister . . . what’s she called?’ I shouted out to Margarida.

The nursemaid sent me a scathing look. But Margarida wrestled against her grip and beamed at me. ‘Her name is Evelina,’ she called out. ‘Little baby Evelina.’

Evelina. It sounded like a name full of light; a name that would belong to someone bursting with hope and life. I watched the party disappear amongst the forest of flowers, as fascinated as if I had seen a court of magical beings. I recalled baby Evelina in the lace dressings of her pram. What a wonderful life she must be destined for! She was a fairy princess.

Neither baby Evelina nor I had any inkling of the hell that was about to break out around us—or that our lives would one day be tragically entwined.


FIVE




Paloma

The day after I saw the woman in the courtyard, I went to the Bibliothèque Sainte-Geneviève to find out more about ghosts. I had been intending to visit the library since I had turned eighteen and was allowed to access the materials. It was a kind of pilgrimage to honour my grandfather, who used to visit the library once a week to look up information on an eclectic range of topics. Reserved by nature, he would suddenly come to life if someone needed to know the length of the Ganges River, or which civilisation had used aluminium first, or that a pregnant goldfish was called a ‘twit’ in English. It was from him that I learned that female watermelons were bigger, sweeter and had fewer seeds than their male counterparts, and that my left lung was smaller than my right lung to make room for my heart.

‘Don’t let the French convince you that they are the inventors of chocolate desserts,’ he would tell me. ‘Sweetened chocolate was introduced to Europe by the Spanish in the 1500s.’

A piano tuner and restorer by profession, my grandfather was precise in every way. While others might be content to skip over an unfamiliar word in the newspaper as long as the context made sense, my grandfather would refer to his Dictionnaire Larousse and then to his el Fabra, switching between the French and the Catalan until he was convinced that he had absorbed the word’s exact meaning. I was only ever allowed to use the Catalan ‘Avi’ to address my grandfather, never the French equivalent, ‘Papi’. He claimed that if I called him Papi, it would erode his soul.

When I stepped inside the entrance vestibule of the Bibliothèque Sainte-Geneviève and gazed at its Arcadian murals and philosophers’ busts, I remembered how Avi had always advised me that knowledge was the best way to dispel fear. Turn on a light and the darkness disappears was his favourite saying. And I was afraid. The night before, I’d put the earrings in a Russian ebony box that had belonged to my mother, and slipped the box into the top drawer of my dresser, alongside the cassette from my father, which I didn’t want to acknowledge either. I’d hoped that when I opened the drawer in the morning light, they might both have disappeared. Of course, that hadn’t happened.

I searched the library’s card catalogue, filled in my request slip and waited twenty minutes for my books to arrive. I found a seat in the grand reading room, which was crowded with students and scholars, journalists and members of the public, and took a moment to admire the fluted cast-iron columns and vaulted plaster ceiling with its cast-iron semicircular trusses. I remembered Avi telling me that the library’s designer, Henri Labrouste, had been groundbreaking in using a material normally reserved for utilitarian buildings like factories and train stations and applying it to a classical-style building. The effect was breathtaking.

I turned on my reading lamp and looked at the books in front of me. I had selected Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s two-volume set The History of Spiritualism, a collection of writings by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, and a book on the supernatural and paranormal by a contemporary French psychic, Mireille Fourest. The last book seemed the most concise, so I decided to start with that. In her introduction, Fourest claimed that Ghosts are spirits bound to the physical plane by an unfilled desire or a troubled memory. That was an explanation given in every ghost story I had ever read, and even Gaby had mentioned it, but I wrote it down in my notebook anyway.

The chapter on the temperament of ghosts was more interesting: A ghost is not a divine visitor like an angel or spiritual guide. A ghost retains the same personality the deceased person had when alive. If the person was angry, their ghost will be angry; if they were kind, their ghost will be kind; a mischievous person will leave behind a mischievous ghost. That is why the ghosts of children are frequently naughty.

I made a note of that too—same personality as when they were alive—before leaning back in my chair and staring at the pattern of leaves and flowers on the ceiling. I tried to conjure up an image of the ghost’s face: those strong, exotic features; her penetrating eyes. She hadn’t given me much clue to her personality, but whatever she had been in her earthly life, she must have had some sort of powerful influence on others.

I returned to the book. Often ghosts are loved ones returning to us to give us messages of comfort or encouragement . . . I skipped over that point because I had never seen the woman before. She was nobody that I knew; let alone a loved one.

I skimmed through the chapter on how to tell if I had special psychic powers, assuming that if I had, I would be seeing around me the ghosts of all the exiles, artists, romantics and political activists who had sat in this same room through the years since 1850 when the library was built. I turned to the chapter titled ‘Dangers’.

Beware of trying to communicate with a ghost yourself if you have no experience in these matters, Fourest warned. Some ghosts are demonic and will possess you if you attempt to make any contact with them.

I glanced at my watch and saw that the morning had passed faster than I had expected. I had just enough time to get back to the studio to help with Mamie’s afternoon class. I carried my books to the returns desk.

The bespectacled librarian took the books from me. ‘Ah, spiritualism and the paranormal,’ he said, looking at the spines. ‘Well, to each his own taste. My favourite stories are those where the supernatural occurrences turn out to have logical explanations, like “Sherlock Holmes and the Adventure of the Speckled Band” or that play by Patrick Hamilton, Gas Light.’

As I made my way back down the stairs to the first floor, I thought about what the librarian had said. I would love for there to be a logical explanation for my ghost, I thought, walking out into the sunshine. Unfortunately, the only ‘logical’ explanations I could come up with for the physical presence of the earrings weren’t very comforting: I was either suffering hallucinations or I had gone completely mad.

While waiting at the Métro station, I reviewed the notes I had made in the library:

Troubled or unfulfilled

Kind or mischievous

Beware: could be evil and demonic

‘All right,’ I said, closing my eyes and picturing the spirit again: her waves of black hair, her chin held erect. ‘Which kind of ghost are you?’


SIX




Celestina

After she had finished her work at the market, Teresa would take me and Ramón to the Casa del Pueblo while we waited for Papá and Anastasio to finish at the factory and come to collect us. It was a type of communal workers’ house set up by the Radical Party, with meeting halls, classrooms, a library and a café. Teresa would buy food at the cooperative, and we would spend the rest of the afternoon watching a theatrical production, or squashed up together on one of the wooden benches in the instruction rooms, struggling with the rudiments of reading and writing taught in the free classes. Despite the lack of concentration caused by our malnourished bellies, the three of us did our best to improve ourselves. Celestina Sánchez I would write over and over again in large, uneven letters.

When our mother was alive and making a little money in a sweatshop, Papá had sent Ramón to one of the municipal-subsidised schools offered by the clergy. But after my brother returned home one day with a black eye because he hadn’t answered a mathematical problem quickly enough, my father withdrew him. After that, Papá joined the Radical Party and that was how he had met Teresa.

There was never anything between Papá and Teresa but friendship based on shared suffering. But it was obvious that my father respected the flower seller. ‘Do everything Teresa tells you,’ Papá advised me. ‘She has a sense of direction.’

Despite my father’s admiration for Teresa and his enthusiasm for the Radical Party’s proposed reforms, he didn’t entirely give up on the idea of God. Crucifixes still hung above our beds. Rather, he saw the difference between the worship of a divine being and the behaviour of the Spanish clergy. He shared Teresa’s disgust that the convents and monasteries of Barcelona were amongst the wealthiest in the world, prospering on stocks and investments while the poor perished around them.

‘The true evil that afflicts humanity stems from religion,’ Teresa said. ‘Have you noticed that in Barcelona a workman never greets a priest on the street? They never even exchange a glance. It’s because the convents and the monasteries are the ruin of us. They pay no rates so everyone else in the district has to make up the difference. They pay no taxes on their orphan labour so all the laundresses and embroiderers are put out of work.’

*  *  *

Our life continued along the humdrum routine of the flower market, the Casa del Pueblo, then home and bed, until one day in July when everything changed forever.

Papá and Anastasio did not return from the factory at their usual time. Teresa was due to lead a meeting of Damas Rojas in the communal room and had no choice but to take me and Ramón with her.

The women moved the wooden chairs into a circle when they saw Teresa arrive. I recognised a number of them as regulars at the Casa del Pueblo. There were a few intellectuals, teachers from the rationalist schools, but most of the women were semiliterate factory workers with furrowed brows and twisted, arthritic fingers. There was Juana, who worked at a chocolate factory and whose clothing always smelled of peanuts and cocoa; and Pilar, a fishmonger whose greasy hair and clothes reeked like the port when the tide was out. Núria from the slaughterhouse was there too, stinking like a graveyard, her fingernails and shoes stained with blood. Ramón and I always did our best to avoid sitting next to her in the reading classes. Although they couldn’t vote, the women of Damas Rojas were determined to see change. They were formidable in mob action, putting themselves in the front line at strikes. They counted on the fact that the police were less likely to open fire on women who reminded them of their mothers. Usually they were right, but not always.

Teresa began the discussion. ‘We’ve been waiting for change for years. Maura’s reforms are deadlocked in the Cortes. Nothing has come of the promises for representative government. Nearly half the men and a third of the women in textile factories in Barcelona and the Ter Valley have been locked out. It’s time to take matters into our own hands.’

Her remark brought a profusion of voices, either murmuring agreement or crying out in protest. Although I couldn’t understand most of the discussion in the hot, crowded room, it was clear that there was tension in the air.

A woman with a baby in her arms rose to her feet. ‘There is nothing we can do! We are too poor. Spain can’t compete with the United States in the cotton market—that’s why they are closing the factories. How can people who can’t rub two céntimos together take matters into their own hands?’

Paquita, a willowy woman who worked as a teacher at La Escuela Moderna, responded. ‘On the contrary, Spain is a wealthy country—but the money is in the hands of a few. If the money was shared around equitably, instead of the majority of Spaniards living in poverty, then a domestic market might be created. If that were to be the case, what happens internationally wouldn’t affect Spain so drastically.’

‘That’s very noble,’ said Teresa, pacing the floor. ‘But it’s not realistic, Paquita. How are we going to convince the rich to share their wealth without force? The only way is to take that wealth for ourselves—in a revolution.’

‘Revolution is going too far,’ Carme, another teacher, replied. ‘We need to strike across the board in all industries and in all cities. If the textile-industry workers alone strike, the factory owners will simply bring in scab labour. But if the whole country unites and strikes, we will bring them to their knees.’

‘Easy for you to say, Carme,’ the woman with the baby scoffed. ‘You don’t have children. The workers can’t afford to strike. As it is, we don’t eat some days. Our family needs five pesetas a day to exist on, but even with both my husband and I working from morning to night, the most we ever make is four.’ The woman fell silent for a moment, and took a breath before continuing. ‘I lost my poor little Ignacio because we couldn’t afford medicine.’

‘It will take more than a strike to save us,’ a male voice said.

All eyes in the room turned to the doorway, where Papá was standing with Anastasio. My father was pale-faced, stricken. It was the same look that he had worn the night my mother died.

‘They are calling up the reservists for Morocco,’ he said.

Cries of horror rang through the room. For several months, skirmishes between Spanish troops in Morocco and Riffian tribes had been intensifying. Spain had an international mandate in Morocco, and there was a fear that the French, who also had interests in the Rif, would take over the protectorate if Spain’s army proved incapable of maintaining order. It was only later that I came to understand the politics. What I saw that day, from the way my father grasped Anastasio around the shoulders, was that he was afraid that not only reservists would be sent to Morocco but conscripts too.

My mind shifted to Amadeu, who had lost his legs in Cuba and now had no choice but to beg. I remembered his words, When our poor families saw us off at the dock, they were farewelling most of us forever, and felt something I didn’t understand bearing down on me: a premonition of doom.

My terror was echoed by the women around me. The state of the soldiers who had returned from the wars in Cuba and the Philippines was imprinted on many of their memories.

‘They are going to take our husbands again!’ cried Juana. ‘But Antoni has already served. Our youngest child is less than a year old.’

The woman with the baby pursed her lips before asking, ‘Like last time? With no means for a wife and children to live on while their men are away?’

‘And without compensation for disability,’ said Teresa through gritted teeth. ‘Like poor Amadeu.’

‘And what about our sons?’ screamed another woman. ‘My twins have just turned eighteen. They’ve been called up for military training.’

‘It’s only the reservists for now,’ said Anastasio gravely. ‘They say it’s only for police action. But from the numbers that are being called up, it seems they are expecting heavy fighting. I suspect it’s a matter of time before the rest of us are called.’

‘But if you can pay, they won’t take your sons,’ Papá added. ‘You can get them exempted from military training.’ For all he had suffered in his life, it was the first time my father had sounded so bitter.

‘How much must you pay?’ asked a woman with wiry hair that stuck out in all directions. ‘I’ll sell myself if it will save my sons.’

‘Fifteen hundred pesetas,’ Papá replied.

The room fell into a shocked silence. It was more money than any of these women would make in three years; for some, more than they would make in their entire working lives. Many of the women had several sons. Even if they could, by some miracle, obtain fifteen hundred pesetas, which son would they choose to save?

‘Who can pay that?’ said the woman with the wiry hair, a bewildered look in her eyes. ‘Who can pay that sort of money?’

‘The rich, of course,’ said Teresa, folding her arms. ‘If you are of the bourgeoisie you can dip into your savings or take out a loan. But to the rich, fifteen hundred pesetas is nothing. It’s like a sneeze to them. La senyora Montella would spend more than that a year on flowers.’

‘Our men are going to be sacrificed,’ said Juana, so quietly that we had to strain to hear her, ‘so the wives of the iron magnates can decorate their tables with flowers?’

A heavy veil seemed to fall on the room, as if the women were facing the futility of their existence. There they were, struggling to make a living, struggling to feed their families, struggling to improve themselves by learning to read and write, even struggling to make society better and fairer. But it was all futile. In the end, when our lives were weighed against those of the rich, ours were valued at nothing.

*  *  *

Immediately after the decree recalling reservists to active duty was published in the official Gaceta, the Third Mixed Brigade in Catalonia was mobilised. Protests against the war broke out in Madrid when the First Mixed Brigade, which was stationed in that city, was called up next.

Although the press was censored, rumours about the situation in Morocco were rife: the Spanish army had deliberately taunted the local tribes into battle so that the officers could receive combat pay; the Spanish soldiers were being routed by the Rif guerrillas; the government, which had been reluctant until now to fight in Morocco, was being forced to send troops by the Jesuits, who had vested interests in the country’s mines. The last rumour served to further inflame the anti-clerical sentiments of the worker population.

‘We should be turning our rifles on the clergy not the Rifs,’ Teresa told the women of Damas Rojas. ‘The Rifs are as oppressed as we are. Spain has no right to be plundering their lands.’

‘Why don’t they send the priests to fight instead?’ senyora Fernández, our neighbour, suggested. ‘They have no families and are of no earthly use to us.’

For a few hopeful days, it seemed only the reservists would be called, but then Anastasio received his notice to report to the Barcelona barracks. To my surprise, my fiery brother took the news stoically, as if injustices were his lot in life. It was Papá who worked himself into a fury.

‘You must go to France,’ he told Anastasio. ‘I spoke with a man who will take you out of Spain tonight.’

‘No!’ said Anastasio, jumping to his feet. ‘If I flee, they will put you in gaol. Then what will happen to Ramón and Celestina? They will be out on the street. Say no more of this plan . . . to anyone!’

After Anastasio’s refusal to desert, Papá seemed to age even faster. The worry lines around his eyes deepened and he walked about with his shoulders hunched. Anastasio wavered from isolating himself to embracing Ramón and me so robustly that it hurt. ‘You’ll take care of Celestina, won’t you, little brother?’ he asked Ramón the day he had to report to the barracks. ‘You’ll always watch out for her?’

Ramón nodded solemnly, although his face wore the same lost look that Papá’s did.

I thought of Anastasio’s handsome features and his strong physique. ‘He’ll be all right,’ I told myself. But inside I was crumbling.

When I went to the flower markets, I looked for the gypsy woman with the crimson scarf. I wanted to make a wish for Anastasio to come home safely, no matter how perversely she granted my desire. But I couldn’t find her.

The date set for Anastasio’s embarkation was 18 July, a Sunday. The afternoon was hot and the air in the apartment was stifling. Trickles of sweat poured down my neck although I had just washed. Teresa came to our apartment with a new dress for me.

‘You must look nice for your brother,’ she told me. ‘It will lift his spirits.’

Although the dress was made from a lesser grade of cotton, it had pretty bishop sleeves and roses appliquéd on the skirt. I was so used to my old patched frock that when I put it on I felt like a princess.

The battalion Anastasio was to travel with to Morocco was due to march down las Ramblas at half past four in the afternoon. The atmosphere on the street was sultry, the air laden with the oppressive humidity that heralded a thunderstorm. Las Ramblas was already crowded when we got there, not only with the families of the reservists and the few unlucky conscripts, but with promenaders out for their Sunday afternoon stroll. So many bodies pressed together created a curious scent that was a mix of lavender water and rose soap, perspiration and horse manure.

We took our place in the crowd.

‘Here they come!’ somebody called out.

We turned to see the soldiers marching down the boulevard, escorted by a police guard. People began to call out to their husbands, sons and fathers. A young boy broke away and ran in front of the battalion. His father saw him and hoisted him onto his shoulders while his wife took her husband’s rifle and marched along beside him. One of the policemen stepped forwards to pull the soldier back into line, but another policeman restrained him. ‘It’s only by the grace of God that we aren’t being sent with them,’ I overheard him say. ‘Let them have a moment longer.’

More women and children stepped out to walk with the soldiers. I spotted Anastasio. I grabbed Ramón’s arm and we leaped towards him, followed by Teresa and Papá. Anastasio’s face broke into a smile at the sight of us. He lifted me onto his shoulders while Teresa took his gun, and Ramón linked arms with him. Papá walked beside him, his arm around his waist.

The orderly formation had turned into a throng of soldiers and their families moving towards the harbour. The men seemed resigned to their fate, but the women cast angry glances at those left in the crowd, watching the parade. The spectators seemed unnerved by the sight of mothers, wives and sisters wielding rifles.

When we reached the port, there were more police and soldiers waiting to supervise the embarkation. The Governor of Barcelona and the Captain General were there too, but it was the sight of the black-hulled steamer, the Cataluña, with its three masts and funnel looming above us that drove home to the crowd the reason why the men were being sent to Morocco. The steamer belonged to the Marqués of Comillas, and was the same vessel that had taken those ill-fated soldiers to Cuba eleven years earlier.

‘Let the Marqués send his sons,’ one woman muttered. ‘Let Güell go.’

‘Don’t the Montellas have a son?’ another asked. ‘Why isn’t he being sent?’

The military authorities at the port ordered the civilians and the soldiers to separate. Wives and mothers broke down weeping.

Anastasio embraced Papá, Teresa and Ramón before lowering me from his shoulders. I held onto his waist.

‘If you don’t let me go, Celestina, how will I come back?’ he asked, stroking my cheek.

I looked into my brother’s eyes. He seemed even more beautiful than usual. Reluctantly, I loosened my grip and let him move away, but as I did so I felt something in my heart break.

Unnerved by the crowd, the military authorities ushered the soldiers onto the gangway. The men boarded the ship and lined up on the deck, under the canopies. Standing near the gangway, dressed in their Sunday finery and handing out cigarettes and religious medals, were Barcelona’s society women. These were the women who had saved their sons from military duty with the payment of fifteen hundred pesetas. In the crowd behind them, I spotted senyora Montella’s housekeeper and lady’s maid.

‘She couldn’t even be bothered coming herself,’ I heard Teresa mutter beside me.

One of the women, dressed in a hat resplendent with ostrich feathers, stepped towards Anastasio. ‘Bless you, young man, for fighting for our country,’ she said, handing him a medal.

Anastasio grabbed it from her then threw it in the water. Other soldiers did the same.

I felt something move beside me. I turned to see Teresa, her face crimson, her body seeming several inches taller. It was as if she had caught on fire. She stormed towards the woman with the hat, grabbed the tray of medals and tossed them into the woman’s face. The woman staggered backwards, lost her footing and fell on her backside.

‘The rich pay with their money and our poor men pay with their blood!’ Teresa screamed, looming over the woman, who burst into tears.

The society women around her cowered away from Teresa. She sneered at them before turning to the families of the reservists and conscripts. ‘If the rich don’t go, no one should go!’ she shouted.

Her protest was met with a stony silence. It seemed that she was all alone in her outrage. Then another woman’s voice rose from the crowd. ‘That’s right: all or none! If we are truly fighting for Spain, then all must go. Rich and poor alike!’

My father stepped up beside me and raised his fist. ‘All or none!’ he shouted.

Ramón and I joined in with him, repeating the sentiment until we were hoarse. Other voices, rough and fierce, rose from the crowd. Something like an electric current ran through the gathering and within seconds the entire mob was chanting in unison: ‘All or none! All or none!’ Together, we began to move forwards.
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