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To my parents
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The house, an essential part of the landscape, is built in 
the usual style. As many times centenarian as the valley is 
old, it is so firmly rooted in the earth that local lore dates 
it to the foundation of the village. It spans the length of 
the church square. From the porch, you can follow the 
shadow of the sundial’s ancestral hand marking the slow 
evanescence of the hours atop the imposing bell tower 
by the fountain.

It was once a Big House. It still is, with pastures 
reaching across the valley, terraced plots and vegetable 
gardens both large and small, and enough livestock to 
keep hunger at bay, and of course the farmhands and 
shepherds who live there, poor relations perhaps, but 
still an integral part of the homestead.

On this turn-of-the-century night, however, no one at 
the Big House is able to sleep. Neither can anyone in the 
neighboring houses. The pains announced themselves 
after the mistress had headed upstairs for the night, 
just as she was lying down to sleep. This is not the first 
time she has gone into labor, and yet the master, in his 
anguish, has roused everyone. The previous birth, four 
years earlier, did not end well: the baby was stillborn 
and, for the mistress, the despair was all consuming.

All through the night there is a scrambling of footsteps 
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about the house, and the water in the cauldron over the 
hearth in the kitchen never ceases to boil. Coffee is 
dispensed by the bowlful to help pass the hours, and it 
is at the edge of night, as day is dawning, that the long 
awaited cry finally comes.

A neighbor descends to announce there have been 
no complications—the baby is a very pretty girl; the 
mother, however, is exhausted, and if the master wishes 
to see mother and child, the moment is now.

In the kitchen, laborers, neighbors, and a brother-in-
law (and therefore uncle to the child), sigh with relief. 
The long wait is over. Presently the father returns with 
a satisfied look on his face; smiling, he opens a cabinet 
and extracts a bottle of liquor.

“Here’s to all of us. Salut! To the health of our baby 
girl. To the mother’s health. And to ours as well—Lord 
knows we deserve it—we have been up all night ... 
pushing together ... we have ... we’ve helped her arrive 
with the new century!”

Everyone raises their glasses, pleased, joyful, careful 
not to make too much noise. They are not an expansive 
lot, but they pray that the child who has just opened her 
eyes will enjoy happiness and a long life, and that the 
blessing of seeing her grow might be shared by all of 
them. They toast, also, to the new century, that it may be 
one of prosperity.
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The arrival of Cal Ton’s little girl is a true blessing, for 
the memory of the stillbirth had nearly eclipsed any hope 
of seeing the family continue to grow. The new child has 
fulfilled her parents’ deepest yearnings at a time when 
their other children—Adelaida, Anton and Janot—have 
all passed the milestone of their tenth birthday.

They name her Maria because New Year’s Day is the 
Solemnity of Mary, Holy Mother of God. As it is also 
the feast of Saint Manuel, they choose Manuela for her 
second name—they cannot very well call her Manuel—
so that her name fully reflects the day of her birth. Her 
third given name is Mercè, the name of the late mother 
of the priest who christens her, God rest her soul.

From an early age, everyone—starting with her 
grandmother—takes to calling her Manela, and that is 
the name she will use to celebrate her Saint’s Day. In this 
way she marks the passing of the years, as does the new 
century, the twentieth century.

The early ones rush by, joyful and unencumbered, 
devoid of memory, in the midst of a household that 
labors from sunup to sundown. Everyone knows that 
Manela is the apple of her father’s eye; for her mother 
she is a doll made of flesh and bone; for her siblings, 
particularly Janot, she is a living plaything. From the 
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time she is little, he takes her along to the meadows to 
graze the cows, and to the henhouse to fetch the eggs.

Manela is a bright, happy child; she is never still, 
from the moment she rises in the early morning until 
nightfall when, exhausted and spent, she goes to bed or, 
more often than not, is carried there.

She is as likely to be racing across the threshing floor 
at the farm or through the village square with Moro, her 
father’s Catalan sheepdog, as singing on the porch while 
she helps her grandmother—or so she claims—to hang 
out the wash.

Grandmother always says, not without affection: 
“The only thing you are going to help me do is fall down. 
Go on, be on your way, before you make me trip.”

In winter, when a wary sun warms the shrunken 
afternoons of the village square, Manela sits next to her 
father at the edge of the fountain, sheltered from the 
northern winds, and stares in admiration at the sight of 
his powerful hands carving amazing objects as if they had 
never been otherwise occupied: a chain for a handbell; 
a salt box with a handle for hanging; a massive spoon; 
a wide fork; a pair of clogs. Even a doll of the whitest 
wood, a beautiful, strange creature that emerged from a 
pine branch that broke with the excess weight of snow. 
The doll’s arms and legs were articulated, and Manela 
learned to make her walk and bow and wave with strings 
that had to be skillfully pulled or relaxed.

“Putxinel·lis,” her father said. A marionette.
Manela named her Puchinella. As she explained to 

Grandmother, “Putxinel·lis is a name for a boy, not a 
girl!”

The measles, the chicken pox, a case of whooping 
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cough, the flu, or even a lowly cold can shake the 
household to the core if Manela is concerned, for the 
entire homestead marches to the beat of the little girl’s 
drum, to the rhythm of her footsteps, of her voice.

She, however, soon learns to follow another rhythm, 
the one dictated by the events that are most pleasing 
to her. Such as the annual pig slaughter: she enjoys 
watching the casings being filled and turned into a blood 
sausage, a bringuera, a llonganissa. Or carnival time, 
when harlequins parade up and down the streets of the 
village, skipping and jumping and cracking their whips, 
preceded and followed by the frenzied ringing of the 
bells sewn into their colorful tights. Or the repository 
that every Maundy Thursday and Good Friday graces 
the main altar of the church; on more than one occasion 
she has sneaked off to admire it, racing across the 
square, slipping into the temple and across the dark 
sacristy, trying not to make any noise that would give 
her presence away.

The grandest occasion, however, the one she has 
found the most moving for as long as she can remember, 
is Christmas Day, when Father arrives with oranges for 
everyone.

The image of the round pannier that Father places 
on the table is etched in her memory; he takes out the 
oranges and shares them with the family, one by one. 
Grandmother is always first. Then Mother. The third 
orange is hers; she accepts it with delight, into the small 
basket of her cupped hands. Only then does Father 
distribute the remaining oranges among the rest of the 
family gathered around the table. One for each of them.

What a delight, oranges! Juicy as morning dew, and 
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the color of the waning sun. Manela has always known, 
ever since she was little, that if the heaven she so often 
hears about has a flavor, it is of oranges—Christmas 
oranges. Of this she is certain. More than certain.
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The years of Manela’s childhood unfold to the cadence 
set by the coming and going of the flock: to the meadows 
or up the mountains, out at grass with the communal 
herds and back to the pens, over to France or down to 
Spain.

She learns to pray, read, and count at school with the 
Sisters of the Holy Family. And later, reasoning it could 
do no harm, though not everyone in the Valley approves, 
Father sends her to the local French school. France is so 
big! But she never stops frequenting the religious sisters: 
learning to sew and embroider is an essential part of any 
woman’s education. Besides, it is good to maintain a 
balance between the accomplishments favored by each 
of the two co-princes who rule the valleys: the president 
of France and the bishop of the Catalan county of Urgell. 
You never know which saint you might find yourself 
praying to, or under whose roof you might one day seek 
shelter.

One must never forget that the co-princes, protectors 
of these valleys, are the guarantors of independence in 
the face of possible aggressors. As such, they represent—
you might even say embody—something akin to God’s 
will on earth. They mete out justice, they rule and 
command through their permanent representatives and 
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chief magistrates, who in turn keep them abreast of the 
inclinations and deeds of each and every one of their 
subjects, everywhere and at all times.

In between adding and subtracting, memorizing 
French vocabulary, and recitations of the Rosary and 
the Lord’s Prayer, Manela participates in the household 
chores. Initially, she assists her siblings. Janot in 
particular is eager to school her in any task, so that, little 
by little, as she grows up, she will be able to do her share 
of the work of her own accord: everyone has their part 
to play in the daily functioning of the house. Manela 
helps her mother in the kitchen, in the bedrooms, in the 
parlor, on the porch. Or she feeds the hens and rabbits, 
and, if need be, she lends a hand on the farm, delivering 
an afternoon snack to fieldworkers, minding the cows, 
raking the cut grass from the fields ...

She also helps milk the cows, a chore she has 
particularly disliked ever since she got her first tail 
whacking from Mala, soon after Grandmother’s death, 
when the emptiness left by the wizened, black-clad 
woman was felt in every corner of the house and in the 
innermost recesses of her soul.

Every bad turn that life deals her brings back that 
lashing across the face from Mala’s tail. The burning 
sensation on her cheek surfaces when she least expects 
it. The sting returns without a warning, again and again, 
as sharp as when it first occurred, and she sees herself 
again on the dirt floor in the middle of the stall, with the 
stool, pail, and milk, amid the straw and manure.

She had flung the stool at Mala and started to sob with 
rage, until Rubio, who looked after the cows, rushed 
over to console her.
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“Nothing is gained by crying,” he said. “Look, you 
need to bind the tail better, up here, with a strong knot. 
Go on home now, and change into something pretty. No 
more crying. I’ll finish milking Mala. Come.”

Rubio led her to the trough. He took ice-cold water 
in the cup of his hand and wiped her hair and face, then 
handed her a large handkerchief, of the kind used by 
men, so she could dry her cheeks, her face, her hands. 
As if talking to himself, he mused:

“You will find, Manela, that life has a way of teaching 
us lessons, day in, day out. It beats them into us. Yes, it 
beats them into us.”
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Grandmother’s passing is the first real blow of Manela’s 
life. Many nights she lies awake in bed, in the darkness 
of her room. She sees the old woman silently making her 
way around the house. She remembers her voice, so dear 
and warm, recounting the episode of the killing of the 
bear: it had been on the point of attacking a harvesting 
party when a group of hunters, no doubt sent by God, 
brought down the beast on the edge of town. Or the 
legend of the creation of Lake Engolasters; it is best to 
avoid the place on full moon nights, she always warned, 
lest you encounter the witches—male or female, they are 
not the kind one should frequent!

Manela never could decide whether the witch tales 
were Grandmother’s attempt to frighten her, or if she 
really believed they existed. Those wicked beings in her 
stories reminded her of the fire-spitting demons the priest 
spoke of during catechism, creatures with pointy ears 
and long tails with scorpion stingers that, in turn, were a 
bit like the ones he had pointed out in a red painting that 
hung behind thick iron bars in one of the side chapels of 
the church.

She enjoyed hearing those tales, those fables, again 
and again, particularly the legend of the White Lady 
of Auvinyà. Manela would imagine herself galloping 
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across the mountains, all dressed in white, defending 
the Andorran border against villains that, in her fantasy, 
were truly evil and brandished lances and swords, but 
were always faceless. They were simply the bad ones 
and they had to be driven away.

She recalls Grandmother’s hands, gentle and rough 
at the same time. How many times had they combed her 
hair?

She remembers watching those hands sewing in the 
sitting room. Grandmother seated in her rocking chair, 
making the most of the natural light streaming through 
the window, the basket full of needles and threads, and 
buttons of all sizes, and dark knitting yarn. And in the 
middle of it all, as if newly laid, the darning egg, just like 
a hen’s, a little larger perhaps, yet very different. Solid 
wood, glistening. And not easily cracked!

And while Grandmother sewed, Manela entertained 
herself by playing with the egg, which became one of 
Cinderella’s hazelnuts, and then ...

“Careful there. You wouldn’t want to break it and 
have us all walking around in socks with holes in them, 
would you?”

She remembers those hands, stripping tobacco leaves, 
stuffing meat into casings on the day of the pig slaughter, 
counting rosary beads during novenas; she remembers 
that winter day when, puttering about the kitchen, 
Grandmother scalded them with boiling water. She can 
still see the scar, the curious pink shape, between her 
thumb and forefinger, that marked her right hand from 
that day on.

Whenever she caught sight of the spot, Manela 
pressed her finger to it and asked:
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“Does it hurt?”
“If you kiss it, I’m sure it will never hurt again,” 

Grandmother would say with that frank, serene smile 
that always had a calming effect on Manela, whose 
memory still soothes her today.

She remembers them as they knitted, those bony 
hands, wizened yet nimble, fingers in constant motion, 
like tireless automatons performing a ritual dance, to the 
beat of an ancient tune whose monotonous, entrancing 
rhythms Manela conjures on restless nights to help her 
fall asleep.

Manela also misses her older sister Adelaida, who 
married and moved to the other end of the village. But 
not to the same degree. To see Adelaida she needs only 
to traverse the village, though these days she visits less 
and less. She prefers to traipse through the streets and 
fields with her friends Alfons, Maria and Dolors. Or to 
accompany her brother Janot when he asks her to go 
with him to the pastures. One day, Manela manages to 
extract from him a promise: he will take her with him to 
collect the mares that are pasturing high in the mountain. 
If the weather is good.
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The day of her first communion, eagerly anticipated by 
Manela, is one of the most vibrant of her childhood.

Her brand new dress, starched for the occasion.
Her silken gloves.
Her shiny patent leather shoes.
She, dressed in white from head to toe.
And that book with the nacreous covers. Her hair 

falling in ringlets. And all that tulle.
Crossing the village square flanked by Mother and 

Father, both looking proud, complimented by everyone 
as they make their way to the church portal, Manela feels 
like a princess in a fairy tale.

Before entering the temple, hands are extended 
and shaken, and the cheeks of relatives, friends and 
acquaintances are kissed. And just like that, Manela is 
transformed into one of the heroines in the books in the 
school library. On her father’s arm she has become a 
princess, mounting the staircase to the ballroom for her 
first dance, where she will meet a prince who will bring 
her life-long happiness. Another breath, another moment, 
and she becomes the Lady in White from Grandmother’s 
legend.

The chattering around her envelops her, and she 
advances, happy, content, smiling, as if floating on an 
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invisible cloud spun from a waking dream filled with 
wonder.

Escorted by two altar boys, the priest, keeper of the 
House of God, welcomes everyone with a smile and 
greets them with kind words; dressed in ornate vestments, 
he carefully oversees the parishioners’ arrival, attentive 
to every member of his festively-clad flock.

Arranged in compact groups according to an internal, 
secular hierarchy, the families take their places in their 
assigned pews, as the final preparations for the ceremony 
are carried out and Manela, already seated, eyes her 
fellow celebrants’ dresses. They too are joyful and 
proud, and return her gaze, ever mindful of not creasing 
their splendid frocks. As the priest begins to officiate, in 
the white chasuble reserved for solemn occasions, the 
attention of every parishioner is drawn to the altar.

At a certain point, Manela becomes aware that she 
is being watched; she notices, in the pew across the 
aisle, the insistent gaze of Alfons, also there for his first 
communion. She realizes she is admired, and her internal 
response is not altogether unpleasant. For a moment she 
feels beautiful, again the princess, lovely on the inside; 
it is something she has never experienced before, and it 
makes her feel grown up, older.

After the ceremony, families gather outside to mingle 
and chat, enjoying the sunny June day. All of sudden, two 
of the boys who have just had their first communion, still 
in their ties and stiff new suits, get into a scuffle, pushing 
and shoving those around them. Amid the commotion, 
one of the girls falls and drags the rest of them down 
with her in a cacophony of laughter and sobbing, of 
shrieks and wails that turn the celebration into bedlam.
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When Manela regains her footing, the immaculate 
whiteness of her communion dress is gone, and the 
person standing closest to her pays the price for her 
rage. She pounces on Alfons, as he stands there laughing 
like an idiot. The slap across his cheek takes his breath 
away, bringing to an abrupt end an idyll that had scarcely 
known the first intimations of a spring sigh.

Manela spins on her heels, a sour look on her face, 
and heads home without a word. Janot follows her. “You 
still have to sit for the photograph, you know,” he says, 
with a sardonic smile. “It will do you good to be still, you 
are out of practice. You have to give the boys a chance 
to admire you ...”

He is not able to finish. Manela, fuming, turns on him, 
using her hands and feet as weapons. Janot laughs and 
lifts her like a sack of potatoes. It is all a game to him. 
He tosses her over his shoulder as she shrieks and laughs 
and weeps, and he carries her into the house.
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