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			INTRODUCTION

			LAUREN WILKINSON

			 

			In the original introduction to Nada, Mario Vargas Llosa points out that with this novel, Carmen Laforet has managed to portray a deeply oppressive society and to create a protagonist who serves as a symbol of resistance to that oppression. And even though Laforet did so without ever taking on politics directly, Vargas Llosa suggests that the author, “a girl in her twenties when she wrote this,” might’ve created this interplay without realizing what she was doing. That seems unlikely to me.

			When we first meet Andrea, she is eighteen, orphaned, and poor. She has just arrived in Barcelona by train from the country to stay with her mother’s family, and has come to the city to attend a university. She has pleasant memories of the relatives with whom she plans to reside, but when she arrives at their apartment on Calle de Aribau, she finds a nightmare. The place has the suffocating “stink of cat,” is lousy with roaches and bedbugs, and packed with all manner of decaying furniture. In one of my favorite descriptive paragraphs (ever, not just in this book) Andrea says of the bathroom that it “seemed like a witches’ house. The stained walls had traces of hook-shaped hands, of screams of despair. Everywhere the scaling walls opened their toothless mouths, oozing dampness. Over the mirror, because it didn’t fit anywhere else, they’d hung a macabre still life of pale bream and onions against a black background. Madness smiled from the bent faucets.” What an amusingly strange and completely terrifying description! And what a gifted translator Edith Grossman is, having been able to capture it all so lyrically.

			
			Almost all of the inhabitants of the apartment are as ghastly as their home. There’s Andrea’s rigid aunt Angustias; her abusive uncles Juan and Román; Juan’s constantly belittled wife, Gloria, and their baby; Andrea’s pious and senile grandmother; and Antonia the maid, whose physical appearance is described in only the most fiendish-seeming terms.

			Let me pause here for a second to provide a little historical context. This story is set early in the 1940s, in the wake of the Spanish Civil War. General and caudillo Francisco Franco is in power—he will serve as a dictator until his death in 1975. Franco’s government has revoked the Second Spanish Republic’s constitution (with its focus on civil liberties), and replaced it with doctrine that reinforces a devotion to traditional family values, Catholicism, and authoritarianism.

			Unsurprisingly, women will feel the oppressiveness of the Franco regime especially acutely. For example, in the 1930s and ’40s, the guardianship laws that were in place more or less dictated that a young woman’s father maintained custodial control over her until she married, at which point it transferred to her husband.

			So, the very last thing a woman living in Francoist Spain would’ve been afforded was a lot of personal freedom, which is precisely the thing that Andrea wants most. But right off the bat, Angustias, whom Andrea judges as “not very bright, and authoritarian,” expresses the many restrictions that she plans to impose on our hero. Angustias explains: “You’re my niece; therefore, you’re a girl of good family, well behaved, Christian, and innocent. If I don’t concern myself with everything that has to do with you, you’ll encounter a multitude of dangers in Barcelona. And so I want to tell you that I won’t allow you to take a step without my permission.”

			
			It’s immediately clear why they’re never going to get along: Angustias’s ideas about respectability are deeply at odds with Andrea’s ideas about personal freedom. Angustias can’t accept Andrea’s desire to be alone with her own thoughts, to spend her small allowance foolishly if she wants to (because it’s her money and therefore her choice), and to travel alone at night in the city. She tells her niece several times that she would rather see her dead than free.

			Andrea ultimately “wins” their conflict, in the sense that her aunt joins a convent and thereby removes herself and her strict rules of conduct from the apartment on Calle de Aribau. As Angustias is preparing to depart the story by train, she prophesizes to Andrea that once she’s gone: “You won’t control your body and your soul.”

			The sexual subtext of the comment is clear, but the truth is that Andrea is mostly uninterested in romantic love and sex with men. So much so that it struck Vargas Llosa as odd, according to his introduction. She doesn’t avoid men, and in fact socializes with them to a degree that was surely transgressive for the time. But her deepest affection is reserved for her friend Ena, who is rich, beautiful, and has permissive parents—a combination that affords her a lot of freedom, and Andrea’s admiration.

			It’s her relationship with Ena that’s the most meaningful one in Andrea’s life. It’s the one that’s most crucial to the formation of her identity and to her pursuit of personal freedom. It doesn’t feel coincidental that the letters that make up the name “Ena” can be found in “Andrea” (this is also true of the letters in “Nada”).

			Andrea is only interested in pursuing relationships like the one she has with Ena: ones that aid her in the goal of personal autonomy. She doesn’t seem to believe that a romance with a man would give her that, and why should she? The example that she’s exposed to daily, in her own home, only serves as an indication that it wouldn’t: It’s as clear as day that Gloria isn’t free. Juan routinely abuses her physically while Román does so emotionally. She’s secretly supporting her husband, who immediately resents her for it when he finds out. Andrea can see that Gloria is unhappy in a marriage that she’s getting far less out of than she’s putting in.

			
			Andrea, a young woman whose only stated goal is freedom, has no reason to rush to put herself in the same position. She has no reason to rush to find a husband and have her custody transferred to him. She has no reason to remove herself from the guardianship loophole that her father’s death created.

			But if the implication is that marriage seems incompatible with freedom for Andrea, Angustias doesn’t share her view. When Andrea presses her aunt on why she’s joining a convent, her answer is extremely telling about the attitudes of the period: She says that there are only two honorable paths for a woman, either to get married or to become a nun (and if you’ll allow me to editorialize here: Yikes).

			But later, Juan reveals that for all of Angustias’s moralizing, he suspects that even she could not perfectly adhere to such impossibly strict social standards. According to him, Angustias has carried on a decades-long affair with her current boss and former suitor, Jerónimo Sanz (an affair that possibly drove his wife mad with grief).

			It’s impossible to know for certain if he’s right. But the way the information is presented in the narrative makes it clear that it doesn’t matter if the rumor is true, so long as everyone believes it is. When fact and rumor are given the same amount of credence from a source with authority, what is actually true ceases to matter. This choice reads like a subtle nod to the nature of propaganda under authoritarian leadership—it’s one of the many elements in this book that make the political realities of the time feel very present, despite the fact that Franco is never mentioned. And it feels eerily reminiscent of the political climate in which we, as Americans in 2020, currently live, which lends the book a (distressingly) present-day feel.

			
			Andrea’s resistance to Angustias’s authority feels like political allegory. And it is resistance, by the way, although it would be easy to describe Andrea simply as a passive character and leave it at that. And yet, although Andrea can’t bring herself to directly defy Angustias (the staunchest upholder of Francoist social conventions in her orbit), she continues to do the things that make her feel free behind Angustias’s back, and explains quite frankly: “At that time I couldn’t conceive of any resistance other than a passive one.” Nada doesn’t need to (and probably couldn’t) critique Franco directly in order to be political, not when the instinct for resistance to the demands his regime put on the average woman is so clearly what resides in Andrea’s heart.

			Andrea understands precisely what her aunt’s endgame is—Angustias expects her to be passive, because passivity was a desirable attribute for a woman in Francoist Spain. But with every long walk Andrea takes alone without telling her aunt, she is resisting that ideal. And by the time of Angustias’s departure, it’s clear to them both that Andrea has only been imitating passivity, and that her performance of it was a form of resistance the whole time.

			I feel about Carmen Laforet as I do about so many authors who are transgressive and brilliant, but whose color or gender meant that their work went long underappreciated or misunderstood: I’m certain that she was a genius. And I’d like to think that, despite Vargas Llosa’s suggestion to the contrary, she was one who knew exactly what she was doing.

			

			—

			LAUREN WILKINSON earned an MFA in fiction and literary translation from Columbia University and has taught writing at Columbia and the Fashion Institute of Technology. She was a 2013 Center for Fiction Emerging Writers Fellow and has received support from both the MacDowell Colony and the Djerassi Resident Artists Program. Her writing has appeared in Granta, The Believer, New York magazine, and The New York Times, among other publications. American Spy, her first novel, is an NAACP Image Award nominee and an Edgar Award nominee. It was a Barnes & Noble “Discover Great New Writers” pick, was short-listed for the Center for Fiction’s First Novel Prize, and included on Barack Obama’s 2019 Summer Reading List. Lauren splits her time between New York and Los Angeles, where she works as a writer for television.

		

	
		
		
			
			TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

			 

			A few historical clarifications may be in order, since the period evoked by Carmen Laforet is now some seventy years in the past.

			The war referred to throughout the novel is the Spanish Civil War (1936–39), often called a dress rehearsal for World War II, in part because it allowed Germany, Italy, and the USSR the opportunity to test and improve weapons and battle tactics.

			The background to the conflict is, very briefly, this: King Alfonso XIII gave up the throne and a republic was voted into power in Spain in 1931. The liberal-left government provoked the enmity of the right, which included the Spanish Church (an especially reactionary institution within worldwide Roman Catholicism), monarchists, landowners, and supporters of the Falange, the Spanish Fascist party founded on the Italian model in 1933 by the charismatic José Antonio Primo de Rivera, son of Miguel Primo de Rivera, military dictator under the monarchy from 1923 to 1930. The republic was torn by factional strife among liberal republicans, socialists, communists (Stalinists and Trotskyists), and anarchists (a significant political movement in Spain, and particularly powerful in Barcelona).

			
			In 1936, General Francisco Franco, commander of Spanish forces in Morocco, invaded Spain from Africa in collaboration with three other generals, in a military insurgency aimed at overthrowing the republic. The country divided, often on the basis of the loyalties of the local military commanders. The ensuing violence reached savage proportions and took on international ramifications when Franco’s forces received assistance from Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, and the Soviet Union used its aid to the republic to manipulate the domestic situation in favor of the Spanish Communist Party. With the exception of Mexico and France, which provided limited support to the Spanish Republic, the western powers maintained a deadly neutrality. Finally, in 1939, the last remnants of the republican forces were defeated, and Franco took power and held it until his death in 1975.

			Supporters of the legitimate government were called Republicans, Loyalists, or Reds; supporters of Franco were called Nationalists, Rebels, Falangists, or Fascists. It has been claimed that a million Spaniards died in the Civil War. Vicious atrocities were committed against both civilians and combatants. The destruction of property, including the bombing of cities and other civilian targets by the Germans and Italians and the burning of churches on the ground by Loyalist soldiers, was catastrophic. Fighting and reprisals were notably ferocious in Barcelona, where Republican factions seemed to despise one another more passionately than they hated the enemy.

			George Orwell wrote unforgettably about the conflict in Barcelona in Homage to Catalonia. Hugh Thomas’s The Spanish Civil War is a fascinating, beautifully researched history of the war. Ernest Hemingway’s fictional account, For Whom the Bell Tolls, has become an American classic.

			EDITH GROSSMAN

			New York, 2006
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			NADA

				(fragment)

				
					Sometimes a bitter taste,

					A foul smell, a strange

					Light, a discordant tone,

					A disinterested touch

					Come to our five senses

					Like fixed realities

					And they seem to us to be

					The unsuspected truth…

				

				JUAN RAMÓN JIMÉNEZ

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

		

	
		
		
			
			I

			 

			Because of last-minute difficulties in buying tickets, I arrived in Barcelona at midnight on a train different from the one I had announced, and nobody was waiting for me.

			It was the first time I had traveled alone, but I wasn’t frightened; on the contrary, this profound freedom at night seemed like an agreeable and exciting adventure to me. Blood was beginning to circulate in my stiff legs after the long, tedious trip, and with an astonished smile I looked around at the huge Francia Station and the groups forming of those who were waiting for the express and those of us who had arrived three hours late.

			The special smell, the loud noise of the crowd, the invariably sad lights, held great charm for me, since all my impressions were enveloped in the wonder of having come, at last, to a big city, adored in my daydreams because it was unknown.

			I began to follow—a drop in the current—the human mass that, loaded down with suitcases, was hurrying toward the exit. My luggage consisted of a large bag, extremely heavy because it was packed full of books, which I carried myself with all the strength of my youth and eager anticipation.

			An ocean breeze, heavy and cool, entered my lungs along with my first confused impression of the city: a mass of sleeping houses, of closed establishments, of streetlights like drunken sentinels of solitude. Heavy, labored breathing came with the whispering of dawn. Close by, behind me, facing the mysterious narrow streets that led to the Borne, above my excited heart, was the ocean.

			
			I must have seemed a strange figure with my smiling face and my old coat blown by the wind and whipping around my legs as I guarded my suitcase, distrustful of the obsequious “porters.”

			I remember that in a very few minutes I was alone on the broad sidewalk because people ran to catch one of the few taxis or struggled to crowd onto the streetcar.

			One of those old horse-drawn carriages that have reappeared since the war stopped in front of me, and I took it without thinking twice, arousing the envy of a desperate man who raced after it, waving his hat.

			That night I rode in the dilapidated vehicle along wide deserted streets and crossed the heart of the city, full of light at all hours, just as I wanted it to be, on a trip that to me seemed short and charged with beauty.

			The carriage circled the university plaza, and I remember that the beautiful building moved me as if it were a solemn gesture of welcome.

			We rode down Calle de Aribau, where my relatives lived, its plane trees full of dense green that October, and its silence vivid with the respiration of a thousand souls behind darkened balconies. The carriage wheels raised a wake of noise that reverberated in my brain. Suddenly I felt the entire contraption creaking and swaying. Then it was motionless.

			“Here it is,” said the driver.

			I looked up at the house where we had stopped. Rows of identical balconies with their dark wrought iron, keeping the secrets of the apartments. I looked at them and couldn’t guess which ones I’d be looking out of from now on. With a somewhat tremulous hand I gave a few coins to the watchman, and when he closed the building door behind me, with a great rattling of wrought iron and glass, I began to climb the stairs very slowly, carrying my suitcase.

			
			Everything felt unfamiliar in my imagination; the narrow, worn mosaic steps, lit by an electric light, found no place in my memory.

			In front of the apartment door I was overcome by a sudden fear of waking those people, my relatives, who were, after all, like strangers to me, and I hesitated for a while before I gave the bell a timid ring that no one responded to. My heart began to beat faster, and I rang the bell again. I heard a quavering voice:

			“Coming! Coming!”

			Shuffling feet and clumsy hands sliding bolts open.

			Then it all seemed like a nightmare.

			In front of me was a foyer illuminated by the single weak lightbulb in one of the arms of the magnificent lamp, dirty with cobwebs, that hung from the ceiling. A dark background of articles of furniture piled one on top of the other as if the household were in the middle of moving. And in the foreground the black-white blotch of a decrepit little old woman in a nightgown, a shawl thrown around her shoulders. I wanted to believe I’d come to the wrong apartment, but the good-natured old woman wore a smile of such sweet kindness that I was certain she was my grandmother.

			“Is that you, Gloria?” she said in a whisper.

			I shook my head, incapable of speaking, but she couldn’t see me in the gloom.

			“Come in, come in, my child. What are you doing there? My God! I hope Angustias doesn’t find out you’ve come home at this hour!”

			Intrigued, I dragged in my suitcase and closed the door behind me. Then the poor old woman began to stammer something, disconcerted.

			
			“Don’t you know me, Grandmother? I’m Andrea.”

			“Andrea?”

			She hesitated. She was making an effort to remember. It was pitiful.

			“Yes, dear, your granddaughter….I couldn’t get here this morning the way I wrote I would.”

			The old woman still couldn’t understand very much, and then through one of the doors to the foyer came a tall, skinny man in pajamas who took charge of the situation. This was Juan, one of my uncles. His face was full of hollows, like a skull in the light of the single bulb in the lamp.

			As soon as he patted me on the shoulder and called me niece, my grandmother threw her arms around my neck, her light-colored eyes full of tears, and saying “poor thing” over and over again….

			There was something agonizing in the entire scene, and in the apartment the heat was suffocating, as if the air were stagnant and rotting. When I looked up I saw that several ghostly women had appeared. I almost felt my skin crawl when I caught a glimpse of one of them in a black dress that had the look of a nightgown. Everything about that woman seemed awful, wretched, even the greenish teeth she showed when she smiled at me. A dog followed her, yawning noisily, and the animal was also black, like an extension of her mourning. They told me she was the maid, and no other creature has ever made a more disagreeable impression on me.

			Behind Uncle Juan appeared another woman who was thin and young, her disheveled red hair falling over her sharp white face and over the languor that clung to the sheets, which increased the painful impression made by the group.

			I was still standing, feeling my grandmother’s head on my shoulder, held by her embrace, and all those figures seemed equally elongated and somber. Elongated, quiet, and sad, like the lights at a village wake.

			
			“All right, that’s enough, Mamá, that’s enough,” said a dry, resentful-sounding voice.

			Then I realized there was yet another woman behind me. I felt a hand on my shoulder and another lifting my chin. I’m tall, but my aunt Angustias was taller, and she obliged me to look at her like that. Her expression revealed a certain contempt. She had graying hair that fell to her shoulders and a certain beauty in her dark, narrow face.

			“You really kept me waiting this morning, my girl!…How could I imagine that you’d arrive in the middle of the night?”

			She’d let go of my chin and stood in front of me with all the height of her white nightgown and blue robe.

			“Lord, Lord, how upsetting! A child like this, alone…”

			I heard Juan grumble. “Now Angustias is ruining everything, the witch!”

			Angustias appeared not to hear him.

			“All right, you must be tired. Antonia”—and she turned to the woman enveloped in black—“you have to prepare a bed for the señorita.”

			I was tired, and besides, at that moment I felt horribly dirty. Those people moving around or looking at me in an atmosphere darkened by an accumulation of things crowded together seemed to have burdened me with all the trip’s heat and soot that I’d forgotten about earlier. And I desperately wanted a breath of fresh air.

			I observed that the disheveled woman, stupefied by sleep, smiled as she looked at me and also looked at my suitcase with the same smile. She obliged me to look in that direction, and my traveling companion seemed somewhat touching in its small-town helplessness. Drab and tied with rope, it sat beside me, at the center of that strange meeting.

			Juan approached me:

			
			“Andrea, don’t you know my wife?”

			And he pushed at the shoulders of the woman with uncombed hair.

			“My name’s Gloria,” she said.

			I saw that my grandmother was looking at us with a worried smile.

			“Bah, bah!…What do you mean by shaking hands? You have to embrace, girls…that’s right, that’s right!”

			Gloria whispered in my ear:

			“Are you scared?”

			And then I almost was, because I saw Juan making nervous faces, biting the inside of his cheeks. He was trying to smile.

			Aunt Angustias came back, full of authority.

			“Let’s go! Everybody get to sleep—it’s late.”

			“I wanted to wash up a little,” I said.

			“What? Talk louder! Wash up?”

			Her eyes opened wide with astonishment. Angustias’s eyes and everybody else’s.

			“There’s no hot water here,” Angustias said finally.

			“It doesn’t matter….”

			“You’d dare to take a shower this late?”

			“Yes,” I said. “Yes.”

			What a relief the icy water was on my body! What a relief to be away from the stares of those extraordinary beings! It felt as if in this house the bathroom was never used. In the tarnished mirror over the sink—what wan, greenish lights there were everywhere in the house!—was the reflection of the low ceiling covered with cobwebs, and of my own body in the brilliant threads of water, trying not to touch the dirty walls, standing on tiptoe in the grimy porcelain tub.

			That bathroom seemed like a witches’ house. The stained walls had traces of hook-shaped hands, of screams of despair. Everywhere the scaling walls opened their toothless mouths, oozing dampness. Over the mirror, because it didn’t fit anywhere else, they’d hung a macabre still life of pale bream and onions against a black background. Madness smiled from the bent faucets.

			
			I began to see strange things, like someone intoxicated. Abruptly I turned off the shower, that crystalline, protective magic spell, and was left alone in the midst of the filthiness of things.

			I don’t know how I managed to sleep that night. In the room they gave me was a grand piano, its keys uncovered. A number of gilt mirrors with candelabra attached—some of them very valuable—on the walls. A Chinese desk, paintings, ill-assorted furniture. It looked like the attic of an abandoned palace; it was, as I later found out, the living room.

			In the center, like a grave mound surrounded by mourners—a double row of disemboweled easy chairs—was a divan covered by a black blanket, where I was to sleep. They had placed a candle on the piano because there were no lightbulbs in the large chandelier.

			Angustias took her leave of me by making the sign of the cross on my forehead, and my grandmother embraced me tenderly. I felt her heart beating like a little animal against my chest.

			“If you wake up and are afraid, call me, my child,” she said in her tremulous little voice.

			And then, in a mysterious whisper into my ear:

			“I never sleep, child, I’m always doing something in the house at night. I never, ever sleep.”

			Finally they left, leaving me with the shadows of furniture that the candlelight exaggerated and filled with quivering, profound life. The stench noticeable throughout the house came into the room in a stronger gust. It was the stink of cat. I felt that I was strangling, and in a dangerous alpinist feat I climbed onto the back of a chair to open a door I could see between dusty velvet curtains. I accomplished my aim to the extent the furniture would allow and saw the door led to one of those open galleries that give so much light to houses in Barcelona. Three stars were trembling in the soft blackness overhead, and when I saw them I felt a sudden desire to cry, as if I were seeing old friends, encountered unexpectedly.

			
			That illuminated twinkling of the stars brought back in a rush all my hopes regarding Barcelona until the moment I’d entered this atmosphere of perverse people and furniture. I was afraid to get into the bed that resembled a coffin. I think I was trembling with undefinable terrors when I put out the candle.

		

	
		
		
			
			II

			 

			At dawn, the bedclothes were on the floor in a jumble. I was cold and pulled them up over my body.

			The first streetcars were beginning to cross the city, and on one of them I could hear the clanging bell, muffled by the closed house, the way I could that summer when I was seven and had made my last visit to my grandparents. I immediately had a hazy perception, but one as vivid and fresh as if it had come to me with the scent of a recently cut fruit, of the Barcelona in my memory: this sound of the first streetcars, when Aunt Angustias would cross in front of my improvised little bed to close the blinds that were letting in too much light. Or at night, when the heat didn’t let me sleep and the clatter came up the slope of Calle de Aribau, while the breeze carried in the scent of the branches of green, dusty plantains under the open balcony. And Barcelona was broad sidewalks damp after being washed down, and a great number of people drinking at a café….All the rest, the large, brightly lit stores, the cars, the bustle, even the ride the day before from the station, which I’d added to my idea of the city, was something pale and false, constructed artificially, just as things that have been worked and handled too much lose their original freshness.

			
			Without opening my eyes, I once again felt a warm wave of good fortune. I was in Barcelona. I had heaped too many dreams onto this concrete fact for that first sound of the city not to seem a miracle, telling me so clearly it was a reality as true as my body or the rough touch of the blanket against my cheek. I thought I’d had bad dreams, but now I was resting in this joy.

			When I opened my eyes I saw my grandmother looking at me. Not the little old woman of the previous night, small and wasted, but a woman with an oval face behind the small tulle veil of a hat in the style of the previous century. She smiled very gently, and the blue silk of her dress had a tender palpitation. Next to her, in the shadows, my grandfather, very handsome, with his heavy chestnut-brown beard and blue eyes under straight eyebrows.

			I’d never seen them together during that period in their life, and I was curious to know the name of the artist who had signed the paintings. That’s how the two of them had looked when they came to Barcelona fifty years ago. There was the long, difficult history of their love—I couldn’t remember exactly what it was…perhaps something connected to the loss of a fortune. But in those days the world was optimistic and they loved each other very much. They were the first tenants in this apartment on Calle de Aribau, which was just beginning to take shape then. There were still a good many empty lots, and perhaps the smell of earth brought memories to my grandmother of a garden somewhere else. I imagined her in the same blue dress, the same charming hat, walking for the first time into the empty apartment that still smelled of paint. I’d like to live here, she must have thought when she saw empty spaces through the windows. It’s almost in the outskirts, and it’s so quiet! And the house is so clean, so new….Because they came to Barcelona with a hope contrary to the one that had brought me: They wanted rest, and secure, methodical work. The city I thought of as the great change in my life was their safe haven.

			
			The apartment with its eight balconies was filled with curtains—lace, velvet, bows; the trunks spilled out their trinkets, some of them valuable. Ornate clocks gave the house its vital pulse, and a piano—how could there not be one?—its languid Cuban airs at twilight.

			Though not very young, they had many children, like in stories….In the meantime, Calle de Aribau was growing. Buildings as tall as this one and even taller formed its dense, broad blocks. The trees stretched their branches and the first electric streetcar added its peculiar characteristics. The building was aging, renovations were made, there were several changes in owners and porters, and they continued like an immutable institution in their first apartment.

			When I was the only grandchild, I spent the most exciting times of my childhood there. The house was no longer quiet. It had been enclosed by the heart of the city. Lights, noises, the entire tide of life, broke against those balconies with their velvet curtains. Inside it was overflowing, too; there were too many people. For me the uproar was wonderful. All my aunts and uncles bought me candies and rewarded me for mischief I did to other people. By then my grandparents had white hair, but they were still strong and they laughed at all my tricks. Could all this be so distant?

			I had a feeling of uncertainty about everything that had changed there, and this feeling intensified a good deal when I had to think about confronting the people I’d glimpsed the night before. What are they like? I was thinking. And I stayed in bed, hesitating, not daring to face them.

			In the light of day the room had lost its horror, but not its awful disorder, its absolute abandonment. The portraits of my grandparents hung crooked and frameless on a dark-papered wall with damp stains, and a sunbeam was climbing up toward them.

			
			It made me happy to think that the two of them had been dead for years. It made me happy to think that the young woman in the tulle veil had nothing to do with the little unrecognizable mummy who had opened the door for me. But the truth was that she was living, however lamentably, among the piles of useless furniture that had accumulated over time in her house.

			Three years ago, when my grandfather died, the family had decided to keep only half the apartment. The old trinkets and excess furniture formed a veritable avalanche, which the workmen responsible for plastering over the connecting door had piled up at random. And the house had remained in the provisional disorder they’d left behind.

			On the chair I had climbed the night before, I saw a cat with matted fur licking its paws in the sun. The creature looked ruinous, like everything surrounding it. The cat stared at me with large eyes, apparently endowed with their own individuality, something like brilliant green glasses placed above its snout and graying whiskers. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. The animal arched its back, and its spine was prominent in its skinny body. I couldn’t help thinking that it bore a singular familial resemblance to the rest of the people in the house; like them, it had an eccentric appearance and seemed spiritualized, as if it had been consumed by long fasts, a lack of light, and perhaps periods of meditation. I smiled and began to dress.

			When I opened the door of my room, I found myself in the gloomy, crowded foyer into which almost all the rooms in the house converged. Across from me I saw the dining room, its balcony open to the sun. On my way I stumbled over a bone, stripped clean, surely by the dog. No one was in the room except for a parrot, ruminating over private matters, almost laughing. I always believed that animal was crazy. At the most inopportune moments it would screech in a hair-raising way. There was a large table, an empty sugar bowl abandoned on top of it. On a chair, a faded rubber doll.

			
			I was hungry, but there was nothing edible except for what was painted in the many still lifes that covered the walls, and I was looking at them when Aunt Angustias called to me.

			My aunt’s room connected with the dining room and had a balcony facing the street. She was sitting, her back to me, at a small desk. I stopped in astonishment when I saw the room, because it looked clean and orderly, as if it were a world apart from that house. A mirrored armoire and a large crucifix blocked another door that led to the foyer; beside the bed there was a telephone.

			My aunt turned her head to observe my astonishment with a certain satisfaction.

			We were silent for a while and from the door I initiated a friendly smile.

			“Come, Andrea,” she said. “Sit down.”

			I noticed that in the light of day Angustias seemed to have swelled, acquiring masses and forms under her green housecoat, and I smiled to myself, thinking that in first impressions my imagination had played bad tricks on me.

			“My child, I don’t know how you’ve been brought up….”

			(From the beginning, Angustias spoke as if preparing to make a speech.)

			I opened my mouth to respond, but she interrupted with a movement of her finger.

			“I know you did part of your bachillerato in a secondary school run by nuns and stayed there during most of the war. That, for me, is a guarantee. But…those two years you spent with your cousin—your father’s family has always been very strange—in a small town: What must that have been like? I won’t deny, Andrea, that I’ve spent the night worried about you, and thinking….The task that has fallen into my hands is very difficult. The task of looking after you, of molding you in obedience…Will I succeed? I think so. It’s up to you to make that easier for me.”

			
			She didn’t allow me to say anything and I swallowed her words in surprise, not understanding very well.

			“Cities, my child, are hell. And in all of Spain no city resembles hell more than Barcelona. I’m concerned about your coming from the station alone last night. Something could have happened to you. People live on top of one another here; they ambush one another. Total prudence in one’s conduct is not enough, for the devil disguises himself in tempting ways….A young girl in Barcelona must be like a fortress. Do you understand?”

			“No, Aunt.”

			Angustias looked at me.

			“You’re not very intelligent, my girl.”

			Again we were silent.

			“I’ll say it another way: You’re my niece; therefore, you’re a girl of good family, well behaved, Christian, and innocent. If I don’t concern myself with everything that has to do with you, you’ll encounter a multitude of dangers in Barcelona. And so I want to tell you that I won’t allow you to take a step without my permission. Do you understand now?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. Now let’s move on to another issue. Why have you come?”

			I answered quickly:

			“To study.”

			(On the inside, my entire being was shaken by the question.)

			“To study literature—is that it?…Yes, I’ve already gotten a letter from your cousin Isabel. All right, I won’t oppose that, but only as long as you know that you owe everything to us, your mother’s family. And that thanks to our charity, you’ll achieve your goals.”

			
			“I don’t know if you know…”

			“Yes; you have an allowance of two hundred pesetas a month, which these days isn’t enough to take care of even half your expenses….Haven’t you won a scholarship to the university?”

			“No, but I have free matriculation.”

			“That isn’t because you deserve it—it’s because you’re an orphan.”

			Once again I was confused, then Angustias resumed the conversation in a surprising way.

			“I have to let you know a few things. If it didn’t hurt me to speak ill of my brothers, I’d tell you that since the war they’ve been troubled by their nerves….Both of them suffered a great deal, my child, and my heart suffered with them….They repay me with ingratitude, but I forgive them and pray for them. Still, I have to put you on your guard….”

			She lowered her voice until she had reached a murmur that was almost tender:

			“Your uncle Juan has married an absolutely inappropriate woman. A woman who is ruining his life. Andrea, if I find out one day that you are her friend, you can be certain I’ll be very displeased, and very sorry….”

			I sat facing Angustias on a hard chair that dug into my thighs under my skirt. I was desperate, too, because she’d said I couldn’t make a move without her permission. And without any compassion, I judged her to be not very bright, and authoritarian. I’ve made so many bad judgments in my life that I still don’t know if that one was correct. What’s certain is that when she became tender in order to speak ill of Gloria, my aunt seemed very hateful to me. I thought that perhaps it wouldn’t be unpleasant to displease her a little, and I began to observe her out of the corner of my eye. I saw that her features, taken together, weren’t ugly and her hands even had a very beautiful shape. I looked for some repugnant detail in her as she continued her monologue of commands and advice, and at last, when she was about to let me go, I saw the dirty color of her teeth.

			
			“Give me a kiss, Andrea,” she said at that moment.

			I brushed her hair with my lips and rushed to the dining room before she could trap me and kiss me in turn.

			By now people were in the dining room. I immediately saw Gloria, who, wrapped in an old kimono, was feeding spoonfuls of thick pap to a baby. When she saw me, she smiled and said hello.

			I felt oppressed, as if I were under a sky heavy with storms, but apparently I wasn’t the only one who had the dusty taste of nervous tension in her throat.

			A man on the other side of the table, with curly hair and an amiable, intelligent face, was busy oiling a pistol. I knew he was another of my uncles: Román. He came over right away to embrace me with a great deal of affection. The black dog I’d seen behind the maid the night before followed his every step. He said the dog’s name was Trueno and that it belonged to him; animals seemed to have an instinctive affection for him. Even I felt touched by a wave of pleasure at his affectionate exuberance. In my honor, he took the parrot from the cage and had it do a few tricks. The bird was still murmuring something as if talking to itself; then I realized they were curses. Román laughed, wearing a happy expression.

			“The poor creature is very used to hearing them,” he said. In the meantime, Gloria looked at us, enthralled, forgetting about her son’s pap. Román then changed so brusquely that I was disconcerted.

			“But have you seen how stupid that woman is?” he said, almost shouting, and not looking at her at all. “Have you seen how that one looks at me?”

			
			I was astonished. A nervous Gloria shouted:

			“I don’t look at you at all, chico.”

			“Do you see?” Román kept talking to me. “Now that piece of trash has the gall to talk to me.”

			I thought my uncle had gone mad, and I looked in terror toward the door. Juan had come in when he heard their voices.

			“You’re provoking me, Román!” he shouted.

			“You—keep your shirt on and shut up!” said Román, turning toward him.

			Juan approached, his face contorted, and the two of them assumed the posture, at once ridiculous and sinister, of fighting cocks.

			“Go on, man, hit me if you dare!” said Román. “I’d like to see you try!”

			“Hit you? I’ll kill you!…I should have killed you a long time ago….”

			Juan was beside himself, the veins in his forehead bulging, but he didn’t move forward. His fists were clenched.

			Román looked at him calmly and began to smile.

			“Here’s my pistol,” he said.

			“Don’t provoke me. Swine!…Don’t provoke me or…”

			“Juan!” Gloria shrieked. “Come here!”

			The parrot began to scream, and I saw that Gloria was excited under the disheveled red hair. No one paid attention to her. Juan looked at her for a few seconds.

			“Here’s my pistol!” Román was saying, and Juan clenched his fists even tighter.

			Gloria shrieked again:

			“Juan! Juan!”

			“Shut up, you bitch!”

			“Come here, chico! Come on!”

			“Shut up!”

			
			Juan’s rage swerved for an instant toward his wife, and he began to insult her. She shouted, too, and finally burst into tears.

			Román watched them in amusement; then he turned toward me and said, to reassure me:

			“Don’t be frightened, little one. This happens here every day.”

			He put the gun in his pocket. I looked at it shining in his hands, black, carefully oiled. Román smiled at me and patted my cheeks; then he left calmly, while the argument between Gloria and Juan became more and more violent. In the doorway Román bumped into my grandmother, who was coming back from her daily Mass, and he caressed her as he passed. She came into the dining room at the very moment that Aunt Angustias, who was angry, too, came in to demand silence.

			Juan picked up the little boy’s dish of pap and threw it at her
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