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Ruth, a brilliant zoologist and geologist, has just retired with her lover, Katia, to her family home in the southern tip of Argentinean Patagonia. Ruth conceives a unique way of dealing with her grief over Katia’s sudden suicide with the creation of an outdoor art garden made of cast-off objects and garbage. Sylvie, a young French artist, is drawn to the art garden and she and Ruth discover that they are kindred spirits. They travel to Spain’s Costa Brava and then on to Barcelona—Ruth filtering the world through her feminist political and zoological/environmental perspective, and Sylvie capturing the world around her with a vivid, penetrating artist eye. Together they discover a new concept of liberated women: sacred beasts.
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ONE ALCOHOLICALLY BLACK night, I held my seventh glass of whisky up to my eye, saw the walls of my living room and its amber lamps jiggling absurdly in a horrible greenish-brown ooze that inundated the world, drowning all but me, alone upon my ark. Then I shouted: “You want to know what killed her? Mediocrity! She was meant to be a marvel, a monster, to roar at all the idiots on this earth!” The sound of my voice shocked me back into sanity.
I was very drunk, alone, shouting the answer to the question that had haunted me from the moment I read her maddeningly ambiguous note (“Swimming to Cape Horn. Don’t wait. Love.”) and then found her body dead from drowning, hypothermia or both on the ocean shore. I began shouting on the second night after her funeral, the woman who had been my lover for nearly forty years, Katia, the loved one I always nicknamed, simply, Bear. When the morning light—bald, blank, insomniac—sank into my marrow, I realized that I had found a purpose: to create an immense, outdoor sculpture revealing the omnipresence of mediocrity, that all-powerful aspect of human beings, a work of art suggesting both suffocation and infinity, made entirely of cast-off metal, plastic and glass from the city dump. Nothing less would do. That was how my garbage art garden and my unique form of psychotherapy began.
I had plenty of room for mad projects—several acres of land and an old, roomy house in Ushuaia, the southern tip of Argentinean Patagonia, closest city to Cape Horn and the beginning of Antarctica. My house is an international white elephant, like everything else here, previously owned by an old Welsh sheep rancher who styled it in the architecture of Wales and the Welsh towns further north in Chubut Valley: thick bricks, windows sashes and the inevitable grandfather clock stopped forever in its tock. Just call Ushuaia the end of the world. All the Patagonians do. Old Pat always has plenty to say about the beginning and end of the world. It’s only the present that so bewilders her. But in that respect, I’ve always been different. As a retired university professor, a zoologist, geologist, naturalist, science journalist, and a woman on top of that, I am a total deviant who is rarely bewildered by the present. No, I am absolutely infuriated by it!
“So Little Bear’s shouting to herself at five am now?” The door of my house, which I rarely lock during our December summer, opened and the full-cheeked, beguiling Hungarian face of Mariska, my closest friend and neighbor, looked into my living room and saw the chaotic, disgusting heap that was myself.
“Don’t call me that ridiculous name again, or I’ll throttle you against the wall!” I shouted. At least, I was now shouting at someone else. Some of our friends observed the ridiculous custom of calling us Big and Little Bear, which revolted me. Katia was unique, another species, as astonishing as the giant marsupial monsters that lived in ancient Patagonia. More than legend, they had lumbered over the steppes and deserts during the Neolithic and been made extinct by early humans. Now enormous, awkward limbs stretched and shook the ground before my eyes: the elephant-sized mylodon sloth covered with vividly orange fur, an herbivore so gentle it was brutally penned in caves by humans until it died for the sole reason that such cruelty met no obstacle. The equally immense glyptodon armadillo, whose amazing skin was a cross between armor and fur, reduced to roofing over huts in which fires perpetually burned and vicious human eyes pooled orange and red demonically before them. Thus the name of our largest island of archipelagos, Tierra del Fuego, Land of Fire, courtesy of Magellan who, like all the exploiters, merely feared he might have found creatures so magically powerful he could not kill them. My species, my fellows, even then capable of such exorbitant, uncanny greed and destruction for the sole imperative of fools: that they could do it! 
How I would love to have shown Bear the sweet, shy monsters, gentle as doves. What could they have told us of the consequences of being larger than life? I can nearly see Bear walking beside them in the sunlight, caressing the sloth’s long orange fur. Could they have saved her?
For I could not. No, I am no smaller, mirror image of Katia. She was intrinsically other: greater and truer than life, like all the women I have loved. She was a literature professor and a brilliant writer of fiction and poetry, and we lived in the U.S. for most of our time together. We had only been in Ushuaia, the home of my childhood, for a year in our mutual retirement. We left the States in 2004 because we could not bear what the country had become: a greed and corruption-tainted, dictatorial corporation of the wealthy, united to steal from the middle and lower classes; a war machine attacking pathetically weak nations to sell business contracts to millionaires; an oblivious killer and defiler of the planet; led by the least intelligent and competent, most immoral government the country had ever known. We felt a visceral disgust and horror of our nation, but I was the lucky one, citizen of two lands and, since we were retiring, I brought her to my ancient home. I thought it would be perfect for her—a wind, snow and light-leavened, open-air cathedral for worship of nature’s extremity, and the land, flora and fauna that so perfectly embodied its spiritual value. We had spent months traveling over the regions I visited many times in my professional life as an expert in the zoology and geology of Patagonia. I thought she loved it as I did: how fatally wrong.
My mind turned inevitably to the last moments of her life. This imaginary scene had been playing in my thoughts, over and over, for two days. Knowing her so well, I thought I saw the only way she could have ended her life. She was one who could never stop fighting; she had the perfect hair-trigger response to enshrined human injustice and blindness. So, she would have picked a place she could never reach, that ugly black rock, Cape Horn. She entered the churning sea and began swimming toward it. Then she fought and swam and fought the water, the cold, the inevitability as the day, the light, fled the sky and still she went on fighting and drowning in the dark of her own exhaustion, escaping at last the fierce, demanding purity of her life, becoming the body that had washed back on the shore where I found it. The tears I myself was fighting began to fall uncontrollably from her dead eyes, which were closed. The camera only rewound itself. It would play again.
“I suppose I’ll just pretend I’m not here,” said Mariska, who had been sitting for some time on the sofa opposite me, greeted by nothing but my black silence, her still-startling blue eyes, short, whitish-blonde hair and lovely smile a reminder of normalcy.
“Do that. I’ll help,” I said, my hands with sudden, inexplicable need covering my face.
“Ruth, you can’t help anyone now,” she said, her voice very tender.
“I couldn’t help her. That’s what matters.”
“No, now you matter. A great deal to me,” she said, again very softly. What a gentle, lovely thing she seemed. I wanted terribly to be less coarse and brutal but somehow, I could not, though my hands came down to rest on my lap.
Looking away, I said, “Just tell me this: Do you think there’s a chance it was anything but suicide? Could it have been . . . any other thing at all? I thought I knew everything about her.” 
Now I could look her in the face, however naked my weakness and agony were. She held me with the piercing clarity of her blue eyes. “Yes,” she said at last, “she might actually have believed she could do it. She was like that. The words impossible and dangerous were not in her vocabulary.”
“Oh my god!” I said and slumped over again. “I knew that! I’ve been thinking it all along and just letting it go. I told her the water could freeze even in summer down here. I told her the waves reached fifty feet . . .” Mariska was silent, though I looked at her in great agitation.
“It could surely have been suicide, of course,” she said reasonably and in a carefully measured tone. “But . . .”
Again I slumped into my sorrow. “But she could have decided that such things only applied to others, not to her. Yes, then I knew her. At least I have that.”
We were silent for a long time, though now we looked freely at one another. “She was wonderful and terrible,” I said. “I lived with it and loved it every moment, even when I also hated it.”
“She was all that,” Mariska said. “Will you come to hate Nadia and me for being, so to speak, merely normal?”
At last, I could muster a ghost of a smile. “No, I intended for us to be like you. We would grow very old together, and our love would deepen and darken like amber and somehow we would find that remote island of peace or just a small, unexpected mirror that reflects a beauty in the world. I only wish I knew whether she intended to die or to live with abnormal magnificence.”
“They are related.”
“Yes, and tell me this: why do those who love life so intensely happen to be those who wish for death? Katia often quoted Keats and Shelley.” The question just hung there between us. Mariska only shrugged and shook her head as though to say don’t go there.
Finally I asked, “Did you know how depressed she must have been?” I was now fascinated with her presence, as though the room now held a Voice of Truth and not mere fruitless sorrow and rage.
“Yes,” she said, simply.
“I didn’t, dammit! It’s happened so often and this time I didn’t even know!”
“But you did! You were always trying to convince her she was right to come here with you.”
“Could you see that?” I whispered in astonishment.
“Oh, yes,” she said. “But has anyone changed Bear’s mind about anything since they changed her diapers?”
I let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Oh, my god yes. You couldn’t do anything for her. She just was.”
“And that’s what you loved,” she said, even more tenderly.
It was suddenly as though I had swum the course and reached the black rock of Cape Horn myself. I could breathe again. “There’s something I must do now,” I said. “I have to get some important things at the garbage dump.”
“What on earth will you get there?” She looked alarmed.
“You’ll see. I don’t have the energy to explain or justify it, but it makes sense.” She seemed convinced, more by my sudden calm and determination than my words.
“I’ve put a beef, cheese and tomato casserole and a fruit salad in the kitchen,” she said quickly.
“Ah, food,” I said, apathetic. “Not yet for that.”
“It’s been two days.”
“Then maybe I’ll eat. Possibly. Whatever. I can do it when I’m back from the dump. But I must go right now. I am . . . inspired or . . . just certain. There’s something I can do and ach, it’s better than sitting here, drinking and shouting.”
Now there was a spark of recognition in her eyes. “Yes, do it whatever it is,” then with a doubt, “but you really must do it at the garbage dump?”
“Absolutely. Something about beginnings and endings. Old Pat can tell you.”
“Old Pat? You mean the natives?”
“Yes, aren’t we the natives, too? So it should be perfectly clear.” I smiled angelically and walked out the door.
Outside, I fired up my pick-up truck, a foul old dirigible that had once clambered over all Patagonia, hauling my infrared cameras, portable chem labs and the other scientific sensors and equipment I had used in my studies of animals and landforms. It was a decent old barreling iron horse, like me. I had always felt an affinity for it. We both bore our burdens well without a trace of beauty, the sign of final, bitter maturity. The truck had the tires of a jeep, and Bear and I had driven and camped throughout Patagonia and the States with it.
As I drove, I looked at the ocean, hoping that my mental film reel of Bear’s death would not begin running again. Instead, I saw beds of giant kelp that grew in vast, burgundy tangles for miles along the coastline. No, she didn’t enter the sea here. The wet, shining tubular arms of the kelp would have held her back with a force like love.
Early morning in Ushuaia is a still, near-perfect calm that extends well into the sea. The southern Darwinian range of the Andes encircles the city, giving it some of their pristine, cold mountain air. The only sound is that of the eternal wind, invisible spirit of the Andes, the force called Mara, Broom of God that has sculpted many of Patagonia’s strangest landforms.
I do not hate the wind, as many do, for I have heard it whistle, purr, moan, shriek, cackle, wail, and then sing like a drunken sailor on the steppes. On our camp-outs, we saw the wind whirl through deserts not of sand or gravel but a colorless white dust streaming off ancient saltpans and grey-green scrub with sharp thorns and bitter odors. At night, when we disappeared into our sleeping bags, only our eyes looking out at the moon glimmering over fossilized shells of oysters, for the steppe was once an ancient seabed, it was then I learned the tonalities of the wind’s voice: whirring through the thorns; whistling through the dead grass; then in full throat shaking the tiny, dry possessed bushes, making dervishes of them, in song! Rude, rough, barbaric song came from those wildly heaving bushes! Bear loved it, too, and pronounced them the crazed, curly heads of pagan warriors, shouting and singing at once in a battle without end.
In the day, we walked over the desert that rose evenly into terraces like waves. Then the wind was a gentle, persistent hypnotist. The desert waves mesmerized us until we felt that hauntingly familiar, oceanic sense of ego loss, as though you had been taken there before by someone or something, or it was the universe, unveiled, that had always been holding you rhythmically, like a newborn swinging in a cradle.
When I was a girl and first camped out alone on the steppe, I imagined that I could wander on and on and become timeless, even casting off my body when its needs became too insistent, but for the sudden intrusion of the bizarre: I always came upon curved, twisted, eerily shaped mounds full of holes, as though Mara the Sweeper suddenly had an artistic impulse, then quit in dismay at the strangeness of her creations. W.H. Hudson once wrote that he, mesmerized by these wind and desert waves, might have walked off into a similar eternity but for accidentally coming upon twenty-six wild boars, fast asleep, who were all using the same cow for a pillow.
I could now see Hoste Island and Murray Downs leading to the Cape Horn archipelago. There, the huge, vile, lonely rock with its chaotic surface of black encrusted, horn-like protrusions, as though it was Satan’s head or the lid of Hell! I tried actively to suppress the film reel and found success. Perhaps it was good to talk with Mariska. She sees so much and describes it with such gentle precision. What a wonder they are, Mariska and Nadia, the eternal lovers living in grace, as we should have been.
By noon, the ocean is a wall of vapor. Did she see beyond it? People pass me, looking silently at the ground. Their faces are grim, red and wind-blown at this time of year, then grim and blue during our June winter. Am I alone in loving this bleak land? Men are walking quickly to work in the crab canneries and navy yards. The town’s houses, unlike mine, are gothic, with iron gates, high-pitched gables and elongated windows. A square tower rises up on their street sides, the totality a cross between a fortress and a church. I see gardens with cabbages white as skulls. Old Pat prizes its gothic exterior, I its interior. It is all one to the cow used as a pig-pillow by twenty-six feral, snorting heads.
I will not go to the cemetery today. Tomorrow or the next day, whenever I can eat and feel certain I will survive this, then I will walk over the black-riddled sands, under the black cypresses until I find her headstone of black marble. I would have thought she’d want cremation but no, she never said she wanted to go back into those awful waters. She didn’t speak of death at all, since it always seemed to live within her, the terrible price of intense feeling; the whole world a lover, caressing her senses until she shrieked like the Mara. There death, too, dwells, the reaper’s only welcome mat. She was like that, Mariska said, and then her admonishment, don’t go there. No, Mariska, I will not. I have a monument to create. There is still more to say, do, understand; the universe compels expression and meaning from those who can form and utter it, the sole imperative of genius; if a small, mad one of my own and yes, I am mad. Bear taught me the terrible beauty of madwomen.
There’s a bit more bustle on our small main thoroughfare: lean, plain, muscular people who need a bath and have heavy gear upon their backs. Summer is the passage time for those leaving for and returning from Antarctica expeditions. When I was young, I was among them. I know the rough, dazzled faces and loose limbs of those that have looked long upon the great nothingness and tried to find an order. Where is she now and does she finally apprehend what we have not? Or does she merely accept it? Can she accept? The film reel begins and stops with the words Don’t go there. Thank god for Mariska.
There are more cars, trucks, and motorcycles muttering and roaring about—nasty-looking things caked with desert dust from travel over thousands of miles—the annual migration of tourists up and down the continent. However bleak and ugly, they can’t miss the end of the world. Right now, a deeply philosophical, intoxicated man or woman with a backpack is contemplating that awful rock of Cape Horn thinking yes, now I’ve seen it all, beautiful and repugnant; a moment majestic, filled with meaning, when the universe at last rounds out the image, yet one can still say, I shall not open the lid of Hell. But she did! She opened it so many times. Thank god I pulled her back when I could. Tears are suddenly falling down my cheeks again. Not now. Oh don’t! Don’t go there. Just a silent wail of agony and it’s done. Again. And it will come again. Be sure of that, my exhausted old heap of a body talking to itself.
All this wailing and woe seems to have gotten me to the city dump, proof of a just god. Good for you, you bawling child. Good for the dump. Mother’s here to pull some beastly grunge back from the abyss. I park my iron horse and look about me. There’s a terrific stench, but I expected that. What are we sniffing for? Metal, so that probably means petrol. I walk about in the grunge that hadn’t been packed or processed yet. And there, I believe I see the remains of another iron horse in worse shape, thank god. Oh, you horrific beauty! You’re just right.
“Ma’am, you cahn’t just walk around heah. It’s a hah-zud. Nothin’ fa’ a lahdy.” Here’s a tall, skinny ol’ Aussie with five o’clock shadow spreading everywhere, a seaman’s paunch and cap, and teeth like fossilized nuts. Looks as bad off as I feel. I will approach this notable and make him an-offer-he-cannot-refuse.
“I’m looking for an old car wreck, basically, and I think I see such a skeleton over there.” I point; he looks; I swiftly place Argentine currency roughly equal to $100 US in his hand. A big brown nutty-wicked smile stretches across his grizzled face. He’s Australian, all right.
My god, his smile widens still more, his head near-cracked in two, and he looks tenderly at me like he did to his old mum. Needs the cash. Probably drinks more than I of late.
“Thanks, mum. Looks like ye can hev y’wrick. It’s sure worth nothin’ to no one but yew.”
“I need a tow to my yard. Where do you think I can get one? Seeing as I’m illegally stealing a hazard from the city dump?”
“No trouble, mum. Y’ just go to the Sooty Albatross. There’s seamen about, and they hev tow trucks a’plinty. I’ll keep y’wrick till evein’.”
“Thanks, chum. I know the Sooty. It’s a very famous place to avoid!” We grin wickedly and I’m off. Oh yes, I know that stinking waterfront hole. Nothing younger than I in a skirt would be safe within a mile. But they won’t trouble a woman the age of their old mums and one in denims and boots, not when she’s got an attitude as foul as theirs. The chip on my shoulder starts to crimp. Many’s the time that chip has saved me.
I arrive at the (ultra) Sooty Albatross emitting its last gasp. It looks even more decadent than the last time I was honored to view the relic. Soon they’ll have to tow the whole mess to the dump, some decaying male bodies along with it. Can I truly enter this monstrosity? I push in the rotting wooden rectangle that passes for a door and enter the inky-dank. It smells like dust, booze, smoke and sweat: I’m in the right corner of Hell. As my eyes become accustomed to the interior, I see seven or eight fossils ripe for the picking by archaeologists. But they’re not looking up yet. Fortunately, I have been taught how to emit a very loud whistle with two fingers pressed over my front teeth and lips, another of my nonfeminine wiles. That reaches some baldheads in seamen’s caps.
“I need a tow job for a wreck, gentlemen, just inside the city. I’ll pay $100 US cash. Who’s up for it?” I yell into the smoke and din.
I now see a reddish glow in the back around a standing record player more than half a century old that emits the worst of the din. One tall, paunchy-inky corpse separates itself from the others and comes up to me. He’s swaying obscenely and I fear his drink, then he says, “I’m the man to tow and please any wreck that needs.” The slightly obscene movement results in a crash of laughter from smoky throats as smooth and lovely as plucked chicken gullets. Oh goddess of blasphemy, they think I want to buy sex from them!
“The wreck is at the dump,” I shout. “It’s nothing but a wreck and nothing but a tow, if you’ve got a tow truck.” I sound furious and I am. Now I see his face: he looks and sounds like a skinny, degenerate Scotsman with decades of alcoholism to rot his innards and outers. Hopefully, his truck is in better shape.
“I’m your man,” he cough-drivels.
“Thank you, gentlemen!” I shout and walk out the door. I think I hear another laughter-wailing of the damned behind me. I am surely blessed to have this notable rescue me. The sun overhead looks bright and shiny as one o’clock.
“Follow, first, to the dump,” I say, laconic as possible, given his addled brain and unmitigated lust. This fossil would fuck the drain in his own bathroom sink. When I reach the dump, I merely point to the skeleton, which suddenly looks cleaner and has been moved closer to the street. “Thanks, mate!” I call to the Aussie, who has already bought more alcohol with the proceeds.
“Anythin’ f’ yew, mum,” he says.
“That’s the relic,” I say to the Scottish relic who will haul it. “I’m within city limits. Just follow me and tow.” He makes some kind of gaseous drunken talk but I just go to my truck.
Soon, we are making an unearthly racket throughout the city and all the way up to my door, the skeleton banging the street as it advances. I’ll be even more famous to the neighbors now. When we have the dead relic far enough up on my acreage, I pay the living relic and send him packing. So much for his career as a gigolo. I look toward the house of Mariska and Nadia. I’ll bet they’ve seen every moment of this nonsense.
But now that I’m alone, nothing can diminish my satisfaction. There’s a good part of the motor and most of the front chassis. All I need is a blow-torch, some heavy wire and wire cutters, and I think I can solder a certain monstrous figure out of it, one with a smaller, monkey-like beast on its back, even some reins of wire in its hands to join them. A distorted homunculus leading a creature larger, truer and more substantial than itself: mediocrity. Yes!
The whole experience has been so outrageous that I lay my head back and laugh long and hard. Ah, look at that sky! It’s clear and blue, Death’s soft December summer day. Have I ever done anything as outrageous as this? Not bloody likely! I continue laughing. Now for some more whisky, a blowtorch and the artist will commence. For now, I’m an artist: I invent quandaries, not solve them. The latter is for the scientist in me, and she’s nowhere to be found.
A young Arab owns the liquor store. When I buy wine and whisky, his full, dark lips always smile, gloating, and he gives me what looks like a black, sidelong evil eye. No doubt he envisions me drinking my whisky in Hell while he continues his mild, eternal conversation with Allah in Paradise—until the beautiful young virgins arrive, of course. I’ve always wondered what happens to those beautiful young virgins. They won’t stay virgin long, not in that man’s paradise. What then? Do they vanish? Imagine the turmoil in Paradise: an angry crowd of dark men in swaddling turbans suddenly calling the lovely girls whores and pushing them off the silver clouds! But of course, that is no religion or paradise for a woman, nor is any man’s.
When I arrive at home, my arms are full of bottles and boxes of hardware, which I gratefully drop on a living room armchair and then collapse on the other, my head rolling back in exhaustion. When it comes forward, I am greeted by two very concerned and determined, kindly blue pairs of eyes—Mariska and Nadia—who have been sitting all the while on the sofa opposite me. I am not quite ready for their overzealous concern for my mental health.
“How nice you were to invite yourselves in. Invite yourselves to my whisky and casserole, too.”
They tilt their heads as though hearing soundless language and remain silent, deeply considering the psychological climate, their eyes and faces full of unexpressed questions. How much alike they look, full-cheek’d Hungarians grown together, with edges so worn and simplified they’ve become a European monolith of love. Their fair coloring is almost identical, yet Mariska always has the more penetrating eyes and intellect, Nadia the Buddha-like smile and lips, often round in pleasure or awe. They came to live in Ushuaia after several decades in San Francisco, their pasts as floridly exotic as that of anyone at the end of the world. They were librarians by day, but by night and weekend, followers of Wicca, dancing nude with other female devotees in the nighttime forests of Big Sur and Mt. Tamalpais. They are welcome here, for we surely must have witches at the end of the world.
Now their faith seems to be no more than a delicate savoring of ceremony: candle-lighting, home-brewed liquor they call mead having deliciously unknown ingredients, evenings of incantatory poetry reading. Though I do not share it, their faith is one I cannot refute: the world is full of mysteries, after all. And profoundly, they are survivors—as old as I yet idealistic, rich in apprehension, full of many subtle perceptions and secrets—unlike tough old Pat or, worse, the States, a whole nation tougher than beef jerky. They left the States when we did for much the same reason. Mariska was the native and expatriate. I’ve known her since childhood, too many years to count.
They slowly gaze at one another, poised to break their pregnant silence. I decide to crack the nut for them: “You’ve come about that revolting heap of metal on my lawn.”
“We did wonder why you wanted it.” Nadia carefully begins what will no doubt be a subtle, probing examination.
“What is it to you?” asks Mariska, ever the one to uncover the root of the matter.
“A pile of grunge, obviously. I’m going to create a metal sculpture with it, hence the blowtorch and wires, hence the whisky to top off a new life. I will call it ‘Mediocrity’ or something more interesting and creative. But that’s the gist.”
“You’re taking up a new career,” said Nadia, now letting the significance settle.
“That’s it, basically. I don’t know how many of these creatures I will give birth to, but the others, if there are any, will not cause such a din in the street. This is Homeric grunge, epic scale.”
“It was quite noisy,” said Nadia.
“No, it was an infernal din,” I said.
“I see now,” said Mariska, smiling slowly. “And mediocrity: that is the enemy?”
“Absolutely! In zoology, it is known as the law of the preservation of the identity of the species. It means that evolution does not favor extremes in physical form or behavior, except in the event of catastrophes, which introduce powerful chance factors. The Greeks knew it well as the Golden Mean. It sounds like a sensible warning against intemperance, but it is something darker and more dangerous. You see, it also applies to traits we value: intelligence, empathy, foresight. It means that most of us will always value mediocrity over creativity, class over democracy, repetition over innovation, immediacy over the visionary potential of the future. It will always be more likely that we persecute our geniuses rather than celebrate them, and those who are recognized must be misunderstood and tolerate inordinate pain. Yet whatever progress we make, paradoxically, is due to them. Katia was one of these. I loved her even though I knew she might kill herself. 
“But it is worse and goes further than one woman’s death. We will never quite be able to learn from our mistakes. We will pollute the planet rather than saving it because we cannot bother to see beyond our trivial greed and addictions. The polar ice and that of the highest mountains is melting, and many of the animals I have studied all my life will have nowhere to go. A third of the Arctic ice is gone. Elsewhere the weather runs amok: floods rage through Europe and drought in Africa. Hurricanes have become uncontrollable in the American Gulf States. In Japan, baby whales are found suffocating in pieces of floating ice. In time, Ushuaia will be under water. Again, the Greeks knew it well: Plato’s Philosopher King still does not wish to rule. The George W. Bushes will always be re-elected, and I must watch the world I love be destroyed by a species I belong to yet do not fully recognize as myself. I am alien, as she was, as you are.” 
Something of their quiet poise causes a powerful emotion to race through me. “Katia lost her battle with it. I will,” my eyes were again filling with tears,” not lose mine.” I was now silent, shocked at my words. It was not what I intended to say at all. But the quiet, poised waiting of these two whitish-blonde jaguars brought the unexpected. I instantly recognized it as truth. How uncanny: are these two really witches, creators of charms that make one blurt out unknown truths? Stranger things have happened at the end of the world. I looked at them with suspicion, hostility and doubt, which merely caused their smiles to deepen.
Mariska’s face was now settled and pleased. She had taken a sounding and come back satisfied. “Let’s eat and drink to this distinguished project, however noisy and colossal. I’ll get the plates and the casserole.” And the evening—the third without Bear and first with a wrecked marvel on the lawn and a feast celebrated by witches—had begun.
After some hours of eating and drinking, I was again alone, staring out the window at my moonlit monster. The door was now closed, the air brisk, the wind higher and more turbulent. The mountains wore a soft turquoise cape beneath the moonlight. I had drunk far too much again, but my eyes were open to the world and not turned inward upon myself.
Then a truly astonishing thing occurred. An ouraka, a fierce, brown Patagonian bird, alighted upon the wreck. I could clearly see its large crest and long tail. A sighting of this bird is very rare; it is almost never to be found so close to human habitation. It drew its wings together and seemed to regard the skeleton as a resting-place.
An ouraka is one of the ugliest creatures on earth or in the air, its war-like crest and tail (which remind me of medieval armor and swords) matched only by its pugnacious temperament. It seems to hate humanity and has been known to attack humans, who are orders of magnitude bigger, heavier and more dangerous.
Its presence gave me the keenest pleasure. What a comrade for the moonlight! So you bless me, vengeful creature. I reciprocate. I wish I could see your face. It is immensely difficult to look an animal full in the face. The dangers of territorial and fixed aggressive behaviors preclude it. But in those rare moments when I have been privileged to do so, I have felt a joy like the most expansive, ecstatic love. To see the face of an animal, to know it sees you and gives you its full regard, seems akin to a state of grace, as though a butterfly had chosen your open palm, of all places, upon which to alight.
Along the eastern seaboard of Patagonia, I have occasionally been face-to-face with one of our indigenous elephant seals. Preternaturally silver-black and shining with the colors of water and sky, they have quick, round eyes; heavily curved brow ridges; powerful noses and fabulous whiskers. They remind me of overweight German bankers or American stockbrokers. Like giants of finance, they are strangely inflexible outside their watery medium: On land, their bodies can only form a curving line not quite a dollar sign. But then they roar in one of the loudest, most magnificent cries in nature, and you are confronted with three tons of a being standing twenty feet tall, whiskered mouth to the sky. I have always thought of them as creatures of violent, unending joy beyond our comprehension. And, if I were ever to imagine a myth of primordial creation from chaos, its first being might be one of these immense, roaring, shining madonnas with their gleaming, coal-black babies, to which they are very tender.
When I was a girl camping out in southern Patagonia, I was once awakened from sleep in early morning light by what I thought to be the face of God. God had huge clear liquid eyes with hooded lids and long lashes and could apparently see both in front and to the side. And, God had a long, slender face of the softest gray fur; gracefully rising nostrils; high, delicate, all-knowing ears and a smile having the nobility and sweetness of a Buddha. Surrounding such an impossibly tender face was a body of thick, chaotic cinnamon fur and four slenderly elegant, long legs.
As I began unconsciously to rise in awe from my sleeping bag, God uttered a sound that was something between a horse neighing and a child sneezing and then ran off in an antic prance, its chocolate tail bounding behind it. By then, I was sufficiently awake to realize I had been looking at the face of a guanaco, a llama-like Patagonian member of the camel family, and I was lucky it was merely curious and had not spat at me, since it can release the entire contents of its stomach to derail a predator. The wonder of the vision followed me for days like light breaking through clouds, and I still think of it often.
With that memory, I was very close to sleep. My hypnogogic thought was of my mother and my early life with her in a strange, faintly flickering lantern of images. I saw her towering above me on an ocean liner to Patagonia, her skirt ballooning in the wind, when I was a very young child. We were survivors of the Holocaust in Germany. Jews, we were of those pale, skeletal things covered with dirt who came shivering into the light when it shone, at last, in the bottom of Hell at Buchenwald as we left it, barely able to walk. We had only been in the concentration camp for a month, but that was enough for my father to be beaten to death by a guard and my mother and me to be starving. I remember nothing of it but a milk-white sky and a fence of barbed wire. I was so young as to find the fence alluring and mysterious and believed a monster dwelt outside it that was causing our suffering. How amazing to be so unformed as not to know that the monster was inside. 
I saw my parents’ subtly contoured, keenly alive faces that often dissolved like a glowing, amber liquid into shadows, faces of Renaissance painting. My father had been a mathematics professor and a musical composer. My mother was a pianist and music teacher. Upon liberation, my mother was in such a state of traumatic confusion that we first went to London, then France, then New York, then she could not decide if she felt safer in North or South America, and we ended up in Ushuaia. Her confusion and fear never truly ended, and she was short-lived. As a result, I speak German, French, English and Spanish and could go to America for my undergraduate and doctoral study, where I met Katia. I became a citizen when I began teaching and tried to forget the despair that always shrouded my mother, who was dead by then. Yet now, I thought only of her, the past washing freely around and over my wanderer of a mind, a dark tide I floated upon as dreaming began. 
Then I was swimming in cold black waters off Cape Horn, making no progress, only moving, fighting, moving in a paradox of frigid fever. I awoke with the rough, turgid dream dripping off me and unable to go to the cemetery. The film reel of Bear’s death began to play, and I could barely move around the kitchen and bathroom. I was very hungry, as though I had undergone long, tiring labor. Eating from the casserole dish, I sat looking out my window at the colossus of the lawn and again, an astonishing thing occurred. The ouraka was gone, but a Patagonian black-crowned night heron alighted suddenly upon the wreck.
This bird haunts the coastlines at night, and its appearance by day this close to humans is again rare. It has a body of angular sharpness yet great elegance and a piercingly long beak. With a stern gullet and wings fluffed forward over the thinnest of legs, it seems to be wearing a judge’s robe. It looks as though it observes the world keenly with repugnance, delegating it the tepid smile of irony, its amazingly long beak able to lance the object of its vision with great precision. When Bear first saw one, she said two words: “Jane Austen.” My eyes were suddenly filled with tears and my heart with pleasure at the thought of Jane Austen and her progeny, alive and well in Patagonia and now multiplying, flying! I stared at the bird until it flew off and realized my memories of Bear and my work might perhaps save me.
The film reel did not repeat, and I could work hard for the afternoon outside, cutting and soldering the wreck to render it into a horror, and I didn’t need whisky to do it. I worked efficiently, purposefully, angrily. I wanted to both create and destroy, and my material, with effort, began to submit to my desire.
It was early evening before I felt the suddenness of exhaustion and radiating spikes of pain in my limbs. I looked at the colossus: the wire homunculus was beginning to form on top. I had even created what would become its face to the sky and its mouth-to-be wide open in a triumphant cry. The bottom, composed mainly of its chassis and the car’s frame, would take much more work, perhaps weeks, since I wanted it to suggest a large creature of intrinsic weight and dignity, contrasting with the homunculus. Still, it was more than a beginning and I continued to stare in fascination at this living process that had completely occupied my mind and body for so many hours. Yes, I had been somewhere else, a dimension I had never known before, where anything at all could come into being for the pure wonder of it: speaking in tongues of images; meaning one thing and many; harmonic; reflective; radiant. No wonder Katia had given her life to it: that life was returned, nurturance in an elixir of wonder. Suddenly I was very close to her, sensing her presence distinctly, an emotion I never expected to feel again.
I went inside and spent the evening hours lost in thought and memory of my life with Katia. There it was in tableau bounded by the new dimension we shared: her startling responses to my work—a mixture of whimsy, acid and insight—the bird that would now always be Jane Austen to me. I remembered telling her about a study I had done on the fighting behavior of rheas, one of Patagonia’s flightless birds. The males lock necks and whirl one another around in circles. The one who becomes too dizzy to continue is the loser. I smiled in remembering her observation that this was very much like American presidential elections.
I stretched out full length on the sofa, my arm and a pillow beneath my head. There were our trips around Patagonia, the week we spent watching the Magellanic penguins on the coastline of Cabo Virgenes. It is a huge colony of what are often called jackass penguins for their loud braying. Some two hundred thousand males waited, braying, for their females, who were swimming 1,500 miles from Brazil. Their meeting is a truly fantastic altercation, four hundred thousand heads and fins wildly butting one another in joy, the sound a screeching roar that fills the sky. They look as though possessed by seizures. After this comes the laying of eggs and then an equally wild and violent defending of territory little more than the size of a penguin’s bottom.
I told Bear that Elizabethan sailors believed the birds to be possessed of the souls of their drowned comrades, but she said no, in light of their violent defense of their behinds, they must be possessed by the souls of those who had re-elected Bush. Of course, as she elaborated, their soul-less bodies were still back in the States, torturing prisoners, waging war, polluting the earth, stealing from the impoverished to line wealthy pockets. What better embodiment of such souls than these multitudes of creatures braying before us, having seizures over their tiny bit of earth? And perhaps, as she neatly finished the tale, a suitable afterlife (for which a vision of heaven was a moral impossibility) would be a reunion with these very bodies.
A stranger and stranger world it was, I thought, the meeting of my beasts and Katia’s imagination, and yet it virtually exploded when the singing nuns arrived. The nuns of Punta Arenas, Sisters of Santa Maria Auxiliadora, take very long weekly bus rides along the coast for the divine purpose of singing ave marias to the penguins. Suddenly, there they were with us, singing alongside the braying penguins and Bear observing that it all fit into a storyteller’s scheme, since the nuns looked so much like the penguins, the cape now a sea of thunderous black and white bodies.
Yet that was not the end of the exuberantly inspired nuns from Punta Arenas, for we met them again at the Neolithic Cave of the Sloths near Puerto Consuelo singing ave marias to, presumably, the departed souls of the ancient giant sloths who perished there at the hands of early humans. The cave—a disturbing, pungently magnificent mystery—has walls still covered with the orange fur of the sloths and a deep floor of their compressed dung smelling strangely fresh, preserved by the dry, cold, dimly apocalyptic air. The reappearance of the singing nuns brought a smile of delight to Bear’s face; she was almost beatific as she said, “You are right. It is a continent full of monsters!”
But then, I thought as I lay on my sofa, idling the evening, why was it not a home for you, my love? You, who were so much more excessive, cherished, and rare than my beasts? It was painfully beautiful having Katia in my world of memory, but it ended in tears. My last thought before sleep was that this day was a monster in its own right yet I had not touched a drop of whisky.
My exhausted sleep was almost instantaneous and then, toward dawn, suddenly turbulent. I was again swimming off Cape Horn, swimming and fighting the black waters, cursing and shouting. Even through the dream, I could sense the enormous exhaustion of my body and mind. In the fluid medium I seemed to make progress, however, and the outline of Cape Horn rose up in the distance. It was the blackened ruin of a thing, the filthy wreck that had lost all coherence, the awful death stone. My teeth were clenching and my mouth curling in rage and then it seemed I could see a strange, pale face upon the rock. Its whiteness stood out clearly, but I could not identify it. It sickened me that a living thing should be there. The chaotic surface rocks would tear its paws. Yet it looked on; silently and premeditatedly, it watched me as though it expected me to reach it and what, save it? I did not know. I fought the water to reach it, fought and howled and woke breathless, full of bright light and horror and strangeness. I hardly recognized myself or my surroundings.
I did not want to be here in this glowingly perfect dawning light, this house I had shared with her, this place I can tolerate in dark and moonlight but not fierce, harsh, clarity in which I am alone, without her, still horribly alive. I shuddered in pain and horror. My first thought was that I was still very ill and weak, not ready for the cemetery at all. I wanted nothing more than to creep into the dark and then, inexplicably and gently, another memory of Katia came to me.
It was dark in the moonlight over the southern steppes, and we were young, camping out. It was the first time she saw the stars and constellations in the Southern Hemisphere. Beyond the great shadow of the Andes, the flat land was so little present it seemed we could walk through stars that were utterly new to her. We walked far beyond our campsite into the stars as though, she said, we were taking slow, rocking steps into an unknown galaxy.
Then the sound came, clear as a bell in the wind, which was unusually soft and gentle that night, a musical sound like the beating of tiny anvils by many creatures, full of medleys of chinks and trills. Katia was astonished, wanting to know what it was, and I told her we were walking over the burrows of tuco-tucos. In the morning, I had film footage of them from the infrared cameras I leave around Patagonia: they are night foragers on scrub roots. We had to wait until I could process the images into visible light colors at home. The trip had yielded many such images—maras and even, toward the mountains, clear pictures of the tiny pudu.
We sat on the very sofa where I now lay sickened, barely able to move, and Katia looked at the faces of tuco-tucos, small rodents with astonishingly orange, prominent front teeth. She laughed and gasped in pleasure at the face of this tiny wonder that had made the sound of anvils and possessed such amazingly huge orange teeth. Then we turned to the mara, another small rodent with such long, slender legs it nearly resembles a deer, and indeed it can gallop twenty-five miles per hour over the steppes. Now we saw it sitting on diminutive legs, eyes large, liquid and expectant, waiting in its small perfection for the world to become a revelation. Again, her breath came fast in pleasure and astonishment.
We then looked at the smallest deer in the world, the pudu, no bigger than a hare. There it was, the creature that, in its diminutive loveliness, declared the world an ungainly aberration: there it waited in its immense delicacy and refinement. These small faces are vast secrets from the morning of the world, and we treasured them, as was proper.
The photos now cover my walls, as well as many other photos taken by the automatic cameras and sensors I have left all over Patagonia and then retrieved to view the wide-eyed, peering, tender and graceful beauty of the world in its nativity. But that was the first time she saw them, my beloved, the one to whom I most wanted to show them. What joy it gave me to remember her gasp with wonder, breathe quickly, live. I closed my eyes and a wild horse of love and wonder cantered through my heart, reached every cell of my exhausted mind and limbs.
Yes, there it was again, the rushing thing of wonder and beauty, the new process that was living in me. I could eat and I did so quickly without thinking and I could walk out into the blazing sunlight and work all day on the sculpture. I did not give another thought to myself: this was reflexive, pure, like my work with my beasts, the shape of my life, what I loved as I loved her. Here we were together. When I finished, looking at the sunset from the top of the chassis, I realized my body was less fatigued, growing in strength. I smiled at the expanse of orange light, the sliver of moon, the clear blue air. Where had I been all day? Here and yet with her. I jumped down from the chassis and noticed that it bore little resemblance to the mess I had towed up the lawn. I could not say it was art, but surely it was other, a strange unity, beginning to speak.
I went inside and began to prepare my dinner and then walked through the still, empty house, noticing for the first time that it was beginning to show dust and disorder. Well, cleaning would have to wait. Then I was back on the sofa, beginning to accept my solitude. Or perhaps, it was less solitary, for there they were, my beasts, staring from their animal perfection at my human waywardness; and there were my memories and my art touching me at the most painful moments, protecting me in some inexplicable way. How little we understand, either of pain or healing.
I stared out the window at what was no longer a wreck but a thing in transition beneath the moonlight, and then I quickly sat down again in astonishment: there was a girl out there, moving her hands confidently over the surface of the Thing! I would have to call it a Thing now, for it had truly achieved Thingness and was no longer a wreck. How carefully she touches it, sometimes with her eyes closed, a kind of trained, intelligent touch as though she had knowledge of its entirety, perhaps greater than my own. Now she turns and I can see her face more clearly: it’s the French girl! I’ve seen her many times, mainly as a child living with the French family two streets away. But apparently, I have not noticed her in years. She’s grown up! I must ask her in. I walked rapidly through the house and was thoroughly repelled by its disorder. I surely have no time to clean it now. What can I serve her? Here’s wine and the remains of the casserole.
I walked out the door and found myself alone with the Thing: she’s gone. She was just here for a moment to spy, typical of Patagonian fauna, after all. How amazing: that the Thing should be drawing the most interesting fauna of Ushuaia to it.
I went back inside and sat on what was becoming my perch, the sofa. Like the night heron, I need a place from which to contemplate the world. I remember the French girl from occasional glimpses during her childhood—as rough a little hoyden as we let grow wild down here, perhaps somewhat like myself. Now I remember seeing her as a young woman on our main thoroughfare, too, then she vanished—probably to a university in France. It’s December, after all, Christmas vacation in the Northern Hemisphere. I am delighted with the Thing—a healing balm for me, a singular attraction for other animal life. What else will come looking for oddity? I have unleashed something.
I was both expectant and serene as I dropped off to sleep—again quickly, without alcohol.
Then the scene smashes to pieces; the shards rearrange themselves into something that reverses my daylight world. Now nothing is new and captivating but horribly familiar—the dark watery dank off Cape Horn. I am stronger now, less overwhelmed. A purpose fills me. I must reach the rock and the white animal that waits for me. I swim and fight the water naturally now: my anger is perfectly channeled. The cape looms up and there, there! is the creature that makes my whole being ache. There is its white face without animal equanimity, intensely intelligent, perhaps desperate. It is hugely, unutterably tragic; one who speaks for all its kind, animal and artist, the one I love.
I am there beside it. I grasp its massive head that is lowered to me. I touch the wet fur and utter a wordless animal cry, something that means, What are you? What must you tell
me? I can stand anything! Tell, show me! I plunge my fingers into the thick, wet fur and hold on until it answers. It begins to roar and I awake, breathless, in the shock of bright sunlight, my heart pounding. I have finished a race through the water but have no idea whether I am the better for it. But at least I reached the rock, touched the animal and cried out to it. I continue to breathe deeply, feel the shock of bright light and the doubly shocking question, What are you? Tell me! But, what am I questioning? I know this creature intuitively. It is intrinsic to my self and my world. I both feel and know it. The question is the latter: What must you tell me? 
That is perhaps little to understand. But, more than understanding has occurred, for I have touched the white, unknown creature. Yes, that is what matters, the touch of it.
Suddenly I am filled with the most intimate memories of Katia: touching, lovemaking, feeling the pressure of her body, her arms and legs all over me. She was taller and stronger, overwhelming. She seemed the world itself—larger, more powerful, the only one who could tear me away from myself and, like an artist, purely render me into nothing but passionate love. Touching and caressing me is a lean Modigliani body, long and Greek, small-breasted. She gained a great deal of weight during one of her worst despairs, yet she was still very attractive. Huge, her breasts became full and round, voluptuously moving with an undulant life of their own. I felt hypnotized by a magnificent female animal, a lioness. She almost frightened me, but I loved it. Did I tell her that? No. Yes, there were our bodies pressing, touching everywhere, near desperate. Once we rolled over and over out into the dusty steppe and fell into the stars, the stars a dense, rolling tapestry of light, dark, flesh, and love. I would have been terrified but for that wonderful body I grasped, the only thing I held onto as we fell into the stars. We thought of endless steppes, death, flying, and the unknown.
Yes, that was when we were young, wild in our love, having orgasms all night until we were unconscious from exhaustion. Women are like that together. She was not the only one for that. She loved me to the limits of my body. Later we made love less frequently, perhaps afraid of that uncontrollable ecstasy, that exhaustion. But still, when the orgasms began, the room vanished. We saw darkness, the steppe, stars, the unknown.
Yes, she was wonderful as a lover—and terrible, as with everything else. There were times when she became too sensitive to be touched. It could last for days, weeks, even months. It happened when she could not write. Her emotions became so raw and uncontrollable that she had to lie still in the dark. Even sunlight disturbed her. She went to bed at three am and woke up past noon. In Ushuaia, the intense early morning light—cold, endless skies with their ring of mountains big as gods—horrified her.
She tried to justify herself, said Yukio Mishima and Gertrude Stein kept these hours. I am no Alice B. Toklas but I accepted it, though it was never my habit. I wanted plenty of sunlight and my work, another form of love. We did what we had to do. I had my work. She did what was necessary to write, even if it asked periods of time lying in the dark.
The flood of memory has spent itself. I am hungry and eager to begin the day and my work. Katia has passed over me like a giant bird of prey, yet I did not cry out or shed tears. I am left whole, with energy. I am growing stronger by the day, as I am in my dreams. I know what this means: today is my morning to walk to the cemetery. I am ready for it and somehow, it will be a watermark.
After breakfast, I am moving, alone with my disturbingly energetic and loquacious thoughts, ambient over the black-riddled dust to the quiet darkness of the cemetery surrounded by black cypresses. The ground’s meandering blackness is a mineral that accompanies gold and announces its presence. It gives a haunting, riddling strangeness to the landscape, a hint of phantoms, all the animals and Indians killed by the exploiters who came here for gold. Our history: excess of beauty raped by explorers, then exploiters, pirates and dictators, a crime punishable by death. It surely killed all the Indians, Onas and Yaghans alike. The few survivors now are mixed breeds.
There was one exploiter greater and fouler than all the others were, Julius Popper, a mining dictator the right-wing Evangelicals in the States would surely admire. I heard of him as a child, for the Welshman had left one of his gold coins, called a Popper, in a desk drawer of the furniture we bought with the house. It says “Popper” across the front and has a pick and shovel on the back. Julius Popper began as the owner of one gold mine, then all, then he bought everything else, from sheep ranches to transportation lines. King of land and water, he was free to become a dictator with his own currency, stamps, army and system of justice. How brutally simple was his justice: he shot all intruders. The only exploiters more destructive were the missionaries.
Among the myriad faces on my wall is a photo of the Fuegan Indians taken sometime in the cleft between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, just before their extinction blessed by missionaries. Here are faces of rough, dirty skin and hair a dull wildness, clothes that are animal skins barely sewn together, gathered about bent shoulders as they huddle together, seeking comfort that will never come. Their mouths are open in shock or closed in anger, their arms empty and impotent; their heads turned slightly to the side as though expecting a blow. Their eyes: here is the moment of revelation. To say that they reflect pain and desperation falls far short of the reality. No, their eyes are something between horror and astonishment. They know they are the end of their kind, a race that once filled a continent. No one who sees these eyes will forget: they follow, taunt, whisper, beg.
My thoughts meander like the black mineral stripes in the dust. They seek a shape that eludes them and refuse to accept sorrow. Let them kindle and be. I am better for them.
Yes, the Onas and Yaghans were stronger and fitter than the Europeans who killed them: they had survived in one of the world’s harshest environments for thousands of years. They always kept fires burning wherever they went, even in their canoes, and they could fall into freezing water and survive. Their harsh life was not, however, without intellectual subtlety. A nineteenth century priest compiled a dictionary of the Yaghan language startling in its richness and expressiveness, and it contained more than thirty-two thousand words at his death, which finished the project.
I told Bear a few Yaghan metaphors that would surprise any zoologist with their clarity. Depression, for example, was described as akin to the seasonal phase when a crab sloughs off its shell and hasn’t grown a new one yet. The Yaghan word for adulterous came from a comparison with a small hawk called a hobbythat is known to flit about with great speed and little apparent purpose, then suddenly hover motionlessly over its next victim. Bear was silent a long while, then said they were powerful words that taught new truths. The art of their words died with them, as did Bear’s.
No, my mind refuses to stop thinking about human violence, greed, and stupidity. I must run my course like the riddling dust.
Popper had a hand in killing the Indians, too. He was disturbed by what he saw as their alarming Communist tendencies: they had the perversity to believe that their creator, Yaux, divided the land equally between families, an offense to the divine capitalist, Jehovah. Too, they displayed an inconvenient reverence for the land he pillaged, believing that spirits inhered in its rocks and mosses. To top it off, they were gentle and thoughtful, scarcely human traits at all. So, he rounded them up and sent them to the Salesian Fathers for re-education. The missionaries made so little sense to them, however, that they fled. This was punished by incarcerating them in a jail on Dawson Island. The missionaries then began the Yaghans’ course of re-education in jail, teaching them crocheting and petit point to instill moral vigor. At last, the world made so little sense to them that they laid down and died.
The jail is still there on Dawson Island. Cut from stone and concrete, it is stronger and colder than its Siberian counterpart and stands as one of the cruelest fates in human history. In the 1920s, the socialists—those other immoral miscreants—were sent there to be killed. It was last used to house the ministers of the socialist Allende regime, who were sent there by the Americans. Allende himself would have ended up there, but for the more merciful fate of death.
There seems to be no stopping my black thoughts. If not devoted to art or my beloved, their content is purely the murder and madness of human history, every bit as true as a hobby hawk devouring a mara. But, perhaps I should be painting a picture that is blacker still. The earlier Europeans were even more murderous than Popper—at least more efficient in their killing. They offered one pound sterling for each Indian killed, to be paid upon display of a brown severed ear. A Scotsman appropriately dubbed The Red Pig killed more than anyone else. He was wounded by a courageous Ona Indian, but had the peculiar strength of the morally unsound and lived. Eventually, he killed himself with whisky. In his last delirium tremens, he hallucinated being killed over and over again by Indians using knives and arrows. He was discovered attempting to hide in the forest, down on all fours, pretending to be a cow and even eating grass. A few hours later, he was dead, so in the excessive, trenchantly truthful way of this land, he did meet our monster of justice.
I feel viciously better for my babble. Here I sit in the dust and scrub before her grave. The wind is low, murmuring. I could not bear fierce wind today. The black riddled dust is everywhere, even embedded in the marble of her tombstone. The black cypresses must breathe it, and so must I. The film reel of Bear’s death has been silent for days, replaced by art or anger. Now the anger of the first days and my dreams is returning.
Anger at what? The loss of one so loved, unique, and precious? Not entirely. I am not that insightful and virtuous, not yet. This anger is for something small and stunted: her betrayal of me. I am furious that she left me with years, decades left of my life. She left the home I loved and offered her: the unspeakable perfidy of her response. I know she felt a pain too great to live, but she should have cried with me. I would have done anything to comfort her. She knew that: I had taken worse from her. I showed her the most beautiful things I have ever known—the creatures, the land, what I had devoted my life to—and she refused their beauty and would not let them heal and grace her life as they had mine. I can stand anything for their beauty, and I can stand her death, but not without rage. And forgiveness? Not yet for that. No, my art and anger sustain me. Even now, in fear and agony, I know I am healing. I could not have come here otherwise. I am floods, cascades of memory, the beautiful things I showed her . . . animals, mountains, colors, trees.
Mountains, yes. When we were young and climbed high into the Chilean Andes, we shared the astonishing, breathless point at eight thousand feet in the Paine Mountains, together looking down on all of Patagonia and beyond, from the Atlantic to Antarctica, into the Brazilian rainforests of the Amazon, all the way to the incandescent liquid blue topaz line of the Caribbean. We saw those exquisitely spectral shapes of peaks that were scoured and twisted into unpredictable forms by Ice Age glaciers. How much they seemed to be the strange, contorted sculpture of the beings and lives we knew, scoured by the passion of living, barely seen by one another, solely in such a rare, purified moment as this in its dazzling light; our very essence and truth living with endless secrets, known only by those with whom we share our passion and richness. These mountain peaks caused a sudden pain in my chest, an acknowledgement that the top of the world was at once so close to the infinitely varied beings of my species and others; scoured, contorted and spectral both from nature and the love and violence we do to one another and the earth, our mute, torn, majestic enclosure and source.
That moment I shared with her, that piercingly beautiful sight and moment of the heart I gave to her, and she took it hungrily as nourishment for her art and then betrayed it.
Trees, oh yes. When we came down from the peaks and saw the trees of the Argentinean pampas and steppes, often blown nearly to the ground by mountain winds, their rough branches and fibrous foliage a witch’s violent hair in the roar of the wind, here we found another living thing of scoured and spectral shape made exquisite by truth. I gave this to her, and she took it hungrily and instantly understood it as the nourishment and root of her art. Yes, that I gave her, that we shared, but only one betrayed.
We saw the southern birch forests in Tierra del Fuego where the climate is most harsh. The birches have fewer branches and the smaller ones twist about the trunks and stunt their growth. The trees are then small enough to be covered with lichen, and the forests all have a hairy, ragged appearance, the ground littered with dead and graying branches that cannot even rot for the cold temperatures. They have a chaotic, forbidding look that seems frozen in time. “Fuegan birches,” I told her.
“A gothic tale,” she replied. She took it, as she appropriated everything, for her art and then betrayed it.
When we camped further north in the pampas, where the climate was balmier, the Antarctic birches had the thick, horizontal fullness of unimpeded foliage growth like great, rounded heads upon slender, tapering trunks. “Northern birches,” I said.
“Degas dancers,” Katia replied, and I saw them as for the first time: the utter elegance of the tapering trunk like a dancer’s slender legs and thighs and the higher horizontal fullness of upper boughs, branches and leaves the arms, shoulders, and head of the dancer thrown forward in dance. Yes, the birches became dancers moving forward, one leg close behind the other. It was a landscape full of Degas dancers, advancing with elegance and majesty, ready to leap. In an instant, they had become her art, and she betrayed them as she betrayed me.
That was when we visited the Moreno glacier, which plunges straight into the Antarctic birch forests. Things run riot here; there is always the unexpected, caused by the warm, heavy rainfall on the Chilean side of the Andes, resulting in perpetual drought and cold on the other side that becomes Argentinean steppe. Directly below the peaks, this inconsistency in temperature and rainfall has resulted in a petrified forest outside Sarmiento. We camped there, and she touched those cold, shining, impossibly slender and intricate stones that once were living branches and boughs. We could still see the grains of wood in the hard, frosty stone.
Colors! When we camped at Cerro de los Indios, I remember a day of pure explosive color. It is a place where unicorns were once thought to exist in the eighteenth century. The immense black basalt cliffs are flecked with red and green figures. From the top, you can look down on Lakes Posadas and Pueyrredónand across to landscape that reaches from Argentina to Chile. The Indians regard it as a sacred domain, and in ancient times they painted the animals they hunted in red colors and themselves as energetic, jumping green stick men. There are always absurd votive offerings to be seen at the base of the cliffs—a doll, a tin of tobacco, streaks of melted chocolate bars. Walking around the cliffs, we found mesas and gulches with rocks in lilac, rose pink and lime green. The gorge that follows on the trail is bright yellow, with bones of extinct mammals. The dried lakebed at the bottom of the gorge is filled with purple rocks, and white cow skulls stick out of flaky orange mud.
On Lake Argentino, we saw the full range of the immense, ten-mile-long Moreno glacier and its unearthly blue color, a tongue of ice thrusting itself out of the mountains and into the forests, hence made of chaotic surfaces, crushed and convoluted by their own weight erupting into an alien environment. Katia was transfixed by the infinitely varying shades of blue in the ice, and I told her it resulted from the compression of the ice under its own weight. So compacted, the ice continually forms crystals that absorb the red and yellow wavelengths of light, leaving only this chimerical blue, to be reflected in so many translucent shades.
Stunned, she walked into the many tunnels and crevices of the fractured ice, watching the whirlwind of fluctuating blue colors. “There is a blue light mentioned in The Tibetan Book of the Dead,” she finally said. “A fabulous cosmic blue comes to the soul shortly after death. It is described as so startling that a soul unprepared by meditation chooses the much duller white light beside it, moving away from the expanse of the universe into the constriction and pain of rebirth. I think I have just seen that blue light.”
She said that to me; we shared it, a beauty transcendent of birth, life. Even this light of cosmic power and beauty she betrayed, or am I just raving to myself? Does it mean, rather, that she was planning for her own death even then? It could be, and it could be I have been raving long enough in front of this tombstone. I showed her animals, mountains, colors, trees, my life, my love. She reciprocated and turned them into her own world of art. We found worlds of beauty and mystery together here, twice over. Love, imagination and the apprehension of beauty are the soil of our best human faculties, perhaps the only ones that undo our violence, carelessness, and greed. Goodbye my greatest, deepest love, most beautiful of all; the one for whom these animals, mountains, colors, trees almost seemed designed. Almost . . . and I see my next sculptures—one for the beautiful things she betrayed; another for the excessive, scoured and contorted, monstrous nature of the earth’s beauties, animate and inanimate; and more, more still, until a picture appears, an image, the only answer I will ever have of why she had to die.
My walk home was empty of dark thoughts and full of unexpected delight in planning for my next creation. “Mediocrity” was huge, metallic, uncontrollable. The new sculpture must evoke the beautiful things I gave Katia and she could not embrace. My material must therefore be subtle, flexible, and delicate. At once, I envision an enormous montage of strange forms rising up over my lawn; they are made of old yogurt containers and plastic bottles glued together. These I cut and fashion as my material. I will paint their exteriors in fabulous colors and give them surface designs like the skin of the Argentinean frog, flowers like the gloriously pink pendant coicopihue. Other portions will be shaped like the contorted landforms swept by the Mara, and some will reflect the varied blue tones of Patagonian glaciers. Together, a jungle of colorful shapes, a riot of coalescent strangeness will rise up over my acreage, a land of the purest eccentricity mirroring my own, the end of the world. I close my eyes in pleasure at the vision of this creature.
Well, it’s another trip to the dump and the Aussie’s tribulations. I will give my cases of whisky to that deserving notable and he will think his old mum’s risen from her grave to deliver his heart’s delight. I can haul the plastic away in my truck—no further visits to the Sooty Crane. A bark of laughter suddenly erupts from me. My sanity’s back and with it, a new draught of puzzlement and wonder. Who will come peering into my oddity next?
When I arrive at the dump, my two cases of whisky riding congenially in the passenger seat, the Aussie is nowhere to be found. At last I find him deep inside the building, sitting at a bent, begrimed metal table behind crates of refuse, his eyes red and swollen with tears. Perhaps the boy and I have both been disappointed in love. I haul my first case of whisky to the rescue, loudly thumping it down on the table before him and grinning like blazes. “I need sterile plastic cups and bottles of all kinds,” I say kindly and add, “I have another case of whisky in my truck.” I depart immediately so that he has a moment to get himself under control. As I thump the second case down, he has completely lost his mind, and tears of joy are streaming down his cheeks.
“Oh, mum,” he can barely utter. “Y’ should’na. Y’ jus’ should’na.”
“I’m only handing my rotgut to you. It’s no gift and needs no thanks.” He completely refuses to accept the implications of this.
“Oh, but ther’s mod-i-rytion,” he offers in opposition. “Ye kan be sure I drink mod-i-rytely.
“Only you know the truth, mate.” My moral duty ends here and he, with his bleary-teary eyes, huge red cheeks and drinker’s paunch, is too plainly delighted to have absorbed it.
“Wha’ ye need agin’, mum?”
“Plastic yogurt cups, pliable plastic bottles and containers of all kinds, lots and lots, hundreds, things I can cut and shape with a scissors and glue. Can you get them sterile since I’m technically hauling away another hazard?”
“Oh, we sterilize here, yes, that we do . . . how to pack . . . I’ll think it through. Ye come back tomorra’.”
“I’ll do that, mate. Take it easy on the rotgut,” I say and I’m off.
At home, I take out a pad of large, yellow-lined sheets of paper I’ve previously used for mapping and sit on my porch, spending the afternoon drawing my new imaginary beasts. At sundown, I have a sense of accomplishment but not my usual physical fatigue. I am restless for the first time since my crisis began, and perhaps I am actually feeling the vast luxury of boredom. Oh yes, boredom is indeed welcome after what I’ve been through. I idly page through newspapers and books like a pampered husband, oblivious to the time passing, until it is dark and still throughout the house, the night wind rising softly. Poised upon sleep, I look out at the lawn, now populated by real and imagined creatures of magic. I wonder how they will look in the morning, at noon, under rain, under moonlight, as now. Will they continue to be art and, for that matter, can they possibly be art at all?
As though tantalizing me with an answer, the universe unexpectedly propels another of its surprises to me. Slowly sauntering down the street in the moonlight is the French girl! As she reaches the Thing, she immediately touches it in that curiously deliberate, familiar way and then her hands retreat abruptly, as though disappointed, to a point halfway into her pockets. How elegant she is! It is a natural elegance, almost sculptural. I sense that something both momentous and precise is going on in her thoughts: perhaps a judgement of me. Well, she won’t get away from me again! I stride out to the porch and stand, grinning with secret foreboding, like my neighboring witches.
She looks up, startled as a deer as I say, “I don’t know your name, but I’ve seen you since you were a child. Now, you must come in and introduce yourself and at least have a glass of wine. I’m dying to know what draws you to that horrible object.”
She smiles and walks slowly up my steps; one hand still elegantly half-held in her pocket. “I am Sylviane Dumarais. Please call me Sylvie,” she says and grasps my hand.
“I am utterly delighted to meet you,” I say. “Somehow, we have passed one another for years and never spoken. I am Ruth Land . . .”
“Oh, I know you! Everyone does, at least in my family. We also know the friend you lived here with. I have even read some of your books, and I am so sorry for your loss.” She is very tall and slender, with dark hair down to her shoulders. Wearing nothing more elaborate than an open-necked blouse and blue jeans, she continues to seem very elegant, obviously the influence of another country and culture. Her skin is light olive and her eyes large and brown with youthful animation. She wears no makeup but is decidedly lovely. In the clear light, I now see that she resembles Katia when she was young: the jagged piece of memory stabs me.
“You’ve read our books!” I can only repeat in astonishment.
“Oh, yes, yours about the animals. It had such wonderful photos. You and Katia are quite famous here.”
Another stab of memory. “Famous or notorious?”
She blushes and laughs. “Somewhat notorious, too, yes. It is such a small town and such . . . what shall I call it? eternity surrounding.”
Oh god, she even talks like Katia! I hope the pain does not show on my face. I decide to play the compulsive hostess, the simplest disguise. “Please sit down. May I offer you Cabernet?”
“Oh, yes, whatever you have. Thank you.” Her Spanish has a French accent, which is unexpectedly delightful. I wonder if we should switch to French or English. Of necessity, many of us are polyglots down here, surely our only mark of sophistication.
“Perhaps I should ask what language you wish to speak. I can manage French but am not fluent.”
“English, if you prefer. I know you lived in America. I need practice.”
“English it is.”
Now we both sit, holding our wine like spyglasses, observing a novel creature we did not anticipate. But the unknown is always with us at the end of the world, and we know how to invite it. Suddenly her eyes are full of sparkle and amusement and they stray all over the walls, as though she had been trying to refrain from it. “I have something to confess,” she says with a broad smile. “I so love the photos of animals and Indians on your walls. When I was a little girl, I often took a ladder up to your windows and looked at them when you were away in America. I could never decide which I loved best, but the little furry ones with big orange front teeth are the most wonderful.”
“The tuco-tucos,” I said, astonished. “If I’d known, I would have told Mariska to let you in whenever you wanted. She always kept the keys when we were away.” I am suddenly very excited for no apparent reason.
“Well, you see . . . there is more to confess,” she says and now laughs aloud. “Mariska found me on the ladder and did take me inside to look at them. Several times. There were always more animals and photos.”
I share her laughter so deeply it astonishes me. “Mariska never said a word to me about it.”
“I made her promise not to!” Now I see the child with huge, dark eyes full of wonder, looking up not so long ago at the beauty of my beasts, then solemnly and seriously making a grown woman promise not to reveal her secrets. I actually want to cry; a strange joy possesses me. I must be careful to keep these errant emotions invisible.
“So, I am not the only one who spies on other creatures!” I say, attempting levity.
“No, we are all spies,” she says and smiles charmingly.
Yes, spies after beauty and love, survival of the spirit. “Were you afraid of me?” The question escapes me, though it is dangerously intimate. I should not have asked so directly.
Still she smiles, undisturbed, and says, “I was not afraid but fascinated, and then I heard you call your friend a bear. I was so young that I wondered if you both might be animals and the photos were . . . of your children. Of course, a child dreams up such things.”
Not far from the truth, I do not say aloud. I must make this conversation less intimate, or I will cry in front of this wandering child, now so close to my heart. “Are you studying in France?” I ask, marvelously off the subject.
“Yes, I am at the Sorbonne. Art will be my major. I sculpt, too.” There it is, the origin of her training and interest.
“Then perhaps you can tell me something about that monster on my lawn. I am even planning another monstrosity. Tell me, do you think it is finished?”
“No, very nearly, but no. Actually, I thought you might finish it today. I wanted to see it.” She is now studying me, somehow taking measure, again a practiced, trained look that is full of intensity and intelligence. I have an uncomfortable sense of being an art object.
I continue to probe in another direction. “The Thing on the lawn, is it art or a mess?”
“I would say it is definitely art.” She rushes to reassure me yet I have almost lost interest in the Thing since something else of breath-taking interest, an unknown girl who seems nearly a reborn Katia, is sitting in my living room. What mysterious symmetries hover over our lives, phantom lights in the middle of darkness.
“I may finish it later,” I say. “I did suspect it was unfinished. Another idea has taken hold of me, however, and I may go ahead with it instead.”
“Is it your first sculpture?”
“Yes, indeed! I have never, ever made such an awful ruckus and mess in public before in my very long life.”
She smiles and is silent, weighing some unknown issue carefully. “Is it therapy?”
“I’m not sure if it is therapy, outrageousness or madness. I will judge by the final result.” She continues to smile, still subtly delineating a possibility in her mind. Her eyes travel over my face again and again. It is delicious to be scrutinized so carefully, yet I do not want this child to see the unholy terror of my emotions.
“I was wondering . . .” she hesitates, “if I might do a painting of you. Your face is so distinctive, strong and proud. You are very beautiful in that way. You would not need to pose or be still. I could work while you do.” Again her lovely eyes are all over me, restless and hungry as an animal or an artist. How utterly like Katia! 
I look away and close my eyes as powerful emotions race through me, now uncontrollable. A tear is running down my cheek.
“Oh, I am sorry!” she says suddenly. “You are grieving. Perhaps I should not be here.”
“You should be here,” I say with certainty. “You have no idea how much your company means to me. Yes, you may paint me. Whatever you want.”
“I should leave now,” she says very softly, fearful of hurting me. “I will come back when you are feeling better.”
“Please come back.” How lovely that I can just smile and say no more.
“Tomorrow,” she says slowly, as though calculating, and then leaves smiling.
I am left to my odd enlightenment. How does she know that I will be better tomorrow, unless through her visit? What is the difference, I ponder, between art and love? Perhaps I should decide before I see this beautiful child again. I pour another glass of wine and feel sorry I gave away all that whisky. I would definitely have packed away another three glasses or five. What dangers, exaltations and dim blind alleys lie in wait for us. I had better be strong—though, in mid-sentence, I simply fall asleep on my couch.
I awoke in a curious quiet, a hush, as though I had been replenished by something unknown, perhaps deeper than art. I looked out at my real and imaginary beasts while eating breakfast. There was my lively new pursuit, yet I was creating it from discardings, from death. Perhaps that was my unuttered miracle, bringing the dead back to life, one of the many mysteries of my new life that also, paradoxically, was drawing so much life to me.
This symmetry continued to tantalize me as I drove to see the Aussie. At the dump, I encountered a scene even more unpredictable and astonishing: enormous shapeless heaps blown wildly about by the wind and held to the ground with stakes. The Aussie now had the reddest eyes I’d ever seen outside of Fra Angelico’s painting and a stentorian rasp of a voice, as though he had been shouting all night. He probably has been shouting all night, I thought; I’ve been doing some of that myself lately. I hoped he had not dispatched all that whisky in one night. With neon eyes and gravel-voice, he told me that these Things were polyethylene bags filled with sterile plastic cups and bottles as well as soda cans and that the only way to keep them from blowing away in the Patagonian wind was to drive vampirish stakes through them into the ground.
Amazed, I stared beyond him to those gigantic balloons changing shape in the wind, rearing against their stakes, foaming into a continually more startling and ridiculous whole. I began to laugh and then utterly lost control of myself until tears were rolling down my cheeks. “Well done!” I congratulated the Aussie. Perhaps I should leave these Things unaltered on my lawn as a stupendous image of reality in flux, I thought. How I would love to have shown them to Bear. She would have claimed they were exemplars of literary Modernism.
It was difficult to pack those shapeless wonders into the back of my truck; they were nearly uncontrollable, but somehow we did it and I was off. I felt the Things continually undulating all over the top of my truck and, still laughing, wondered if I would not be even more notorious in town now. I stopped at the liquor store for more wine in high spirits. As I received my sidelong evil eye from the Arab, I couldn’t resist saying, “It will provide ambience for extended, mild conversations with a beautiful young virgin. It happens in this world, too.” I smiled sweetly and left but soon excoriated myself. For all I knew, this man could be violent, collecting facile fatwas to have my throat cut. How on earth did he justify owning a liquor store, I wondered, unless he was part and parcel of the end of the world like the rest of us?
When I reached home, the wind was still high, and one of the Things nearly galloped away from me before I could stake it into the ground. When I finished my demanding task, I continued to watch the Things ballooning in one direction, then another, from my porch steps and laughed myself silly. But, there was still much to do in the next few hours, I reminded myself. I must buy paint in many colors, brushes, tools for cutting and pasting as well as adhesive tape and glue. That meant a trip to both a hardware store and an art store and I was quickly off in my truck again.
When I returned, I had many heavy parcels to carry inside and, after depositing them on the living room floor, I dropped gratefully into a chair and nearly fell asleep. Something roused me, however, and as I opened my eyes, I once again found Mariska and Nadia on the sofa opposite me, their kindly blue eyes intently focused upon me, their mouths set firmly in virtuous intent.
“Oh goddess of blasphemy, you’re not here to check on my sanity again!” Their eyes veered off to the side like cats, as though aware of invisible shadows, perturbations, phenomena beyond the range of human senses. They were obviously weighing what to tell me. “Oh, not again!” I protested. They looked at me in surprise, as though requesting an explanation. “Your witchcraft or whatever it is,” I said half-heartedly. “You always look as though you can see or hear something beyond my sensory range, like animals.”
Oh that, their faces said, wordless, but that is nothing. Then both somehow flexed their psychic energy and continued to look at me steadily and kindly, seducing an explanation from me as to why those amorphous Things, that now looked like absurdly inflated gloves waving at one another, were rolling all over my lawn. “How on earth can you look at them and not laugh?” I brusquely demanded, almost angry. “Here, let me get you some wine. You need a change of perspective.” When I returned, they were looking out the window and laughing.
“We can’t divine the purpose of those things. Are you amusing yourself?” Nadia asked.
“Those huge bags have hundreds and hundreds of sterile plastic cups and bottles, soda cans and the like. It’s the material for my next sculpture. I intend to cut them up and paste them into aberrant new shapes and then paint them. Some may ultimately be quite beautiful, but all will be very, very strange; that you can count on.” They looked at one another again in surprise and finally burst out laughing. They now seemed more sensible to me. It must be the wine, I thought.
Mariska, ever the more ceremonious, now said, “We must toast these new creations.”
“The answer, they sing, is blowing in the wind,” I added to the ritual.
After an hour or two, I was alone again, free to play with my imaginary beasts. I went out on the lawn and opened one of the bags, which was full of plastic yogurt and fruit containers. I took out several and began cutting and pasting. An Argentinean frog was one of my visions; it would become my first creature. For the entire afternoon, I was completely engrossed in the unique project of creating a giant frog from plastic garbage. It deeply pleased me, and I began to imagine painting the eyes and skin. I wanted him with a puffed gullet and tongue fully extended. What others? As many as possible. Just for Sylvie, I would have to work in some tuco-tucos with big orange teeth, and there must be some means of connecting them all into my very own psychic spider web.
In mid-afternoon, a hand gently touched my shoulder. Somehow not startled, I looked up and saw Sylvie, who now belonged to my ruckus. She had a delighted smile on her face. I rose immediately and we looked at the great, amorphous Things expanding and contracting, jumping up and down, pure foolishness rolling all over my lawn. We both broke into helpless laughter. She seemed to understand everything at once, and our arms were suddenly around one another’s shoulders, like old friends.
“Amazing!” she finally said. “Is this the next thing?”
“The material, yes, though I’ve been wondering whether I should change them at all. The Things themselves are so expressive of the human condition.” Again, we looked at the wildly careening balloons heaving into the Patagonian wind and continued laughing. “Would you like to go in and have a glass of wine?” I asked.
“Very much,” she said, “but I want to begin drawing you first. I have brought paper and charcoal.” I saw it resting on my porch steps.
“Fine with me. I will be sitting here in the grass, creating a giant Argentinean frog with pasted plastic containers. If you can bear such circumstances and are not too distracted by those balloons that nearly seem alive, then you can draw me in the middle of my madness. I intend to reassemble and paint the plastic material in the bags for my next sculpture.”
Her eyes were intensely bright. “It will be perfect for me to draw you in the middle of this. I want to see your eyes and face while you are completely immersed in it.”
“I won’t move away. This frog seems to have eaten my soul.”
“I know the feeling.” She immediately sat on the porch and began to draw on paper with charcoal.
At first, I was acutely aware of her presence and unable to concentrate on my frog, then mysteriously the beast again swallowed my soul and I followed its directives wherever they took me. It was sundown before I returned to myself again. I looked around for Sylvie and found, to my astonishment, that she was sitting directly in front of me, inches away, with her paper and charcoal. That restless hunger was all over her face, that amazing likeness to Katia, animal, artist. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and refused to cry. Then I saw four charcoal drawings lying in the grass. The balloons were still; the wind seemed to have vanished. I was alone with this beautiful creature and her images of me. “May I see?” I asked softly, feeling quite vulnerable.
“Oh, yes!” she said. “They are just preparations for the painting.” I studied four images of a face I was seeing as for the first time. I looked ferocious, wintry, hungry, a falcon, an eagle. My brows and the crease between them were heavier than my memory of them.
“I look as though I will either devour my frog or tear it to pieces,” I said and realized that I probably did look like this: Sylvie’s impressive talent was portraiture, something of the Renaissance in the powerful, sinuous lines of Van Gogh. It was astonishing: she seemed to have captured all that was transforming me, my spirit, even my movement toward healing. “Extraordinary!” I whispered. Her face lost its tension and melted into a smile of pure joy. She obviously wanted me to love her art. This was, perhaps, the love we would share. “Thank the goddess we only look like this when we are creating. We would terrify our babies, pets and grandparents.”
“I think you look like that anytime you are really interested in something. We only see our faces when they are static in a mirror. Reality is fluid and passionate,” she said and smiled again, now with the confidence of a hostess. “Let’s have that glass of wine.”
Inside, something deliciously dangerous was in the atmosphere. I poured her Cabernet carefully as though before a lioness. I decided to protect myself by plying her with very concrete questions. “How long have you been involved in these heady artistic pursuits?”
“Since I was a child. I like to look very directly into the face. I even tried to draw the faces of your animals on the wall, but it was too hard to do it standing on a ladder.” It is fortunate, I thought, that I have no tendency toward possessiveness or territoriality, considering the frequency with which people take secret possession of my house. What else do they want to possess? I always wonder. Momentarily, I was lost in thought.
“What was she like?” Sylvie asked, as though attempting to follow my thoughts.
Whoa, I thought, straight to the heart. “Katia? She was very extreme in everything—her loves and hates, brilliance and naiveté, exaltations and despairs. I loved her very much, though our life together was always either difficult or impossible. Sometimes, I wanted to put her on a chain in the backyard and just let her bay at the moon.”
“That is fascinating. I would love to have painted her! There is perhaps a French word for a person like this—un
monstre
sacré—though it often has other connotations, such as fame. But she was a famous writer, wasn’t she? The French more often use it to describe a man than a woman, but that is just gender bias. Have all the women you loved been like this?”
How
on
earth
have
we
gotten
so
far
so
fast! I must begin conniving around this beautiful girl, I thought; she is tearing a path straight to my heart. “A sacred beast,” I said, bemused. “I like that and the fact that the French always seem to have words for things other nationalities have never noticed the existence of. It is a good word for her and yes, all the women I loved have been like this, though I have no interest in fame. Sacred bestiality is apparently one of my requirements for love.”
“This is so very wonderful! How can one paint it?”
“I don’t know. I only know that I have lived it and not even as a choice; rather as a compulsion.” I stared at my beasts on the walls and she followed my eyes. “I have given my life to them.” We were pensive and quiet, and somehow or other the bottle of wine disappeared; though I had no sense of time passing. We listened to the wind and that exquisitely painful, resonant chord; soundless music of longing, awe, and fierce love that is my truest self, perhaps spirit. We were very thirsty for our whirling mystery of a world, this young beauty and I. How can Allah bear such intensity in paradise?
“Then it is a life well lived: to become what one has always loved,” Sylvie finally said.
“To become?” I asked.
“It occurs to me that you are becoming un
monstre
sacré yourself.”
This made me laugh very deeply, laughter we shared. “Well, we do look monstrous when we create. I have just learned that today, and you are my teacher.” I am only protecting myself by calling her a child, I thought. She is undeniably an acutely perceptive, intelligent, cosmopolitan woman.
“Why did you leave America?” she suddenly asked. This I welcomed. It shot clear of my heart. Let’s lose ourselves in history and remove this dangerous present, I thought.
“The country knowingly re-elected a warlord who had appointed a cabinet of war criminals. He treated the economy and the environment, not surprisingly, as the spoils of war for his administration and his wealthy supporters. I was not in the States to see the Great Depression and FDR, but I saw the birth of the sixties, feminism, the civil rights movement, gay rights. The country was not always such a menace and an embarrassment.”
“It is well-known throughout Europe,” she concurred. “He only wants absolute power and historical fame and does not actually want to solve problems or lead at all.”
“Bush? Oh yes, and he will be famous, won’t he? He will have so mismanaged the country for eight years that it will never recover in the economic race with China and India. Historians will see the rise of Bush and the Evangelicals as the beginning of the decline of America and the rise of China as the world’s most powerful nation. We have only to carve his face upside-down on Mt. Rushmore.”
“It is not terrible to think of. Life will go on,” Sylvie said.
“Whatever life survives. Not my beasts, unfortunately, only the animals that can live in warm water and close proximity to humans, along with some capacity to use garbage for nutrients. Not one of these beauties on my wall will live through it. Perhaps they will have that hollow, haunted look in their eyes, like the Onas and the Yaghans. Perhaps we will all have that look on our own faces.”
“You like to look full in the face. I do, too. But you surely do not believe that our species will become extinct?”
“Most zoologists believe we are on the cusp of the earth’s sixth and worst mass extinction. I doubt we will last the length of the Neanderthals. We’ve only been here a third the length of their time on earth. To even imagine us continuing on this planet for another five hundred years is a great leap of faith, I think. With our cleverness in manipulating the environment and our fellow creatures has come greed, political oppression, enshrined injustice, violence and destructiveness on a planetary scale and that odd shortsightedness, our strange inability to feel the consequences of our acts.
“All of the present computer models showing the rate of global warming depend on certain temperature-related events failing to occur—the melting of the Greenland ice sheath, for example, or the release of methane from the oceans into the atmosphere. But, we are doing absolutely nothing to halt global warming and have no reason not to expect the worst outcome: it is a 25 degree Fahrenheit increase in surface temperature almost overnight, not centuries into the future. This will cause unspeakable devastation and ruin of all planetary ecosystems. The issue of whether America, China or India will be the top global economic power in the twenty-first century—the primary concern of government at present—will then be completely trivial. We could easily have a global catastrophe lasting centuries, perhaps millennia, and life returning to barbarism if at all.
“To avert the worst-case scenario will take truly intelligent political leaders, something Americans seem to repudiate, as well as government investment in scientific solutions equal in magnitude to the Manhattan Project that developed the first atomic weapons. Scientists have already offered a plethora of ingenious ideas—a ladder of light and heat deflectors as high as the moon, for example. But, Americans will have to give up their fondness for mediocrity, greed, short-range thinking, and the least intelligent political candidates.”
“These are very pessimistic views,” Sylvie said, “But I must say, I have had great fears concerning global warming and know many who have.”
“But we are at the end of the world down here. The edges are in the air.”
“I have seen a truck parked outside. If you are concerned with global warming, are you not a hypocrite for using it?”
“Touché! Point well taken. It is a Toyota and gets good mileage. I have always needed it to haul my scientific equipment. I assumed I would continue my studies in retirement, but if not, I will make a sculpture of it on the lawn. I envision a completely black truck with red horns added on top and a red tail at the rear, along with a smaller sculpture of a dying animal half-stuffed into the gas tank.”
“Une
merveille!” she said and laughed. “There is something else I wonder. You are a zoologist. Don’t you have your own theories concerning violence and greed and how to control them, perhaps even your own theories about your sexual preference?”
Bull’s-eye! I thought we were in the airy realms of intellectual speculation, and now I am back with the fact of this woman’s beauty and forthrightness, right in my living room and ready for anything. “Now I am going to ask you a question,” I countered. “It is one I ask all of my zoology students when we cover primatology. I guarantee you will learn something about the world and yourself. It is a kind of secret.”
“I love secrets! Interrogate me!” She laughed.
Ready for anything, aren’t you? We will see about that. “There are two chimpanzee species that are closest to us genetically or in terms of evolution. One is patriarchal, heterosexual and much more violent, the males also much larger than the females. The other is matriarchal. In its sexual behavior, it is profligate, X-rated and bisexual. It is also much less violent, the males and females similar in size. Now, I will give you two additional facts: one species is more intelligent than the other and closer to us genetically. Think of everything you know about human beings, their history and culture, all you know and all you suspect. Which species is the one that is both more intelligent and closer to us genetically?”
Her face reflected astonishment and agitation. “That is a very compelling question! I don’t know what to answer.” Then a sly, growing smile began to form on her face. Who is playing with whom here? “I suppose I want it to be the matriarchal, X-rated, less violent species . . . but I am afraid it is the other.”
“Well, let me be the first to inform you that nature and evolution follow your wishes, not your fears in this case. It is the matriarchal, bisexual, less violent and more intelligent bonobo chimpanzee that is our closest evolutionary twin, not the more violent, exclusively heterosexual, patriarchal species. Now look out at the world you live in and think of the web of entrenched beliefs, customs, laws, oppressions and deceptions that have been used to keep these innate biological urges invisible to you so that you, a young person, perhaps as X-rated as you will ever be, cannot even guess the correct answer.”
“Mais
ce n’est
pas
vrai!
C’est
super!” Her breath expired in astonishment. “What do your students say when you tell them this?”
“In the sixties, they cheered. In recent years, with the rise of the Evangelicals, they often walk noisily out of the room and refuse to study zoology. It is just as well. They’re only in school to make money, anyway.”
“It is known in Europe that most Americans now refuse to believe in evolution.”
“A majority, yes, though the reasons go very deep. They cite religious arguments, but it is really a refusal to accept human diversity. I often suspect it is our genetic endowment from both chimp species at war: the less intelligent, patriarchal, violent side calls the other evil and wants to legislate against it, pretend it does not exist or, failing that, kill it off. That can only be done by amassing more economic resources, and the needs of the rest of the planet lie in the way.”
“But do other zoologists believe this?”
“As to our genetic endowment from the two chimp species, absolutely, though the scientists are primatologists rather than zoologists. My application to the present state of the American Evangelical right wing and its environmental stewardship is my own dark suspicion. If I were to air it publicly, I would be attacked not only for my application, but also for what is presently well known and accepted in primatology. That is just what happened to the biologist Rachel Carson in the 1950s, who first pointed out the dangers of environmental contamination by industry. Mediocrity carries a sharp knife.”
“But haven’t we evolved away from this? We are another species.”
“Of course, we have but not as much as we would like to believe. In absence of a catastrophe, evolutionary change is relatively slow.”
“Is this what Freud believed, that we are all X-rated, that everything is sex?”
“Freud saw a bit of the matter but none of the method. He was an armchair theorist, not a scientist. Virtually everything he postulated is intriguing but false, in my opinion, and his techniques for psychotherapy have never been effective. Actual studies of it show a patient is better off learning about life on his own.”
“Your application of primatology to politics is extreme, though, don’t you think?”
“I am as you see me, sitting in my armchair speculating, just like Freud, but without the cigar. Thus, it is not science. It is merely my dark suspicion, but the notion is based on science and the facts do suggest a relation. At this historical moment, too, politics is rife with dark suspicions, most without science or fact.”
“Amazing! You must be notorious in America, too.” At this, we both laughed.
“I suppose so. I have always been notorious to everyone but my sacred beasts.”
“Une
provocatrice
aussi! Yes, you are definitely un
monstre
sacré. My intuition was correct.”
We continued laughing, yet I was strangely exhausted by this encounter. She was fearless, lovely and simply the world, which would heal me like nothing else. But I must beg to go away from her, I thought. Even a sacred beast must be left to lick her wounds.
“Lately, I often wonder uselessly about what might have saved Katia. Had we known we were sacred monsters, roaring away at the end of the world, she might have stayed, at least to roar the loudest.”
She absorbed the implications of this. “It has been so fascinating here with you, but I suppose I must leave you to grieve again,” she said with reluctance.
“You must,” I said softly. “But there is tomorrow and all the creation and destruction we can imagine.”
“Yes, it is always both. Goodnight, then. You are a dear, magical monster,” she said spontaneously and kissed me on the cheek.
I was left to my oddity, now declared monstrous, perhaps becoming loved for it. It was a sensation I could hardly bear. Mariska’s unspoken exhortation, don’t
go
there, entered my mind in red letters, then it sighed along with the night wind as I ate my dinner in grateful solitude and went off to sleep, this time in my bed and not on the couch. I took a last look at the balloons rolling all over my lawn in the moonlight, cackled, and slept.
Then all humor and equanimity left me. The black, cold water engulfed the room, and I was fighting for my life again. The vitreous horned rock loomed up and with it the lonely, exquisite white face of the creature—the one I love, cannot avoid loving, a beast so sacred it has no name. It is the love of life, the great precondition, incarnate. I swim with the force of nature, of an animal. I must save this beast: it is my destiny.
I reached the rock and grasped the animal’s huge, matted head; we were both frigid and dripping wet. It looked at me and reared up to its full length like a grizzly, towering above me on its back legs, and then I saw the greatest horror of all: its torso was dripping blood. The rocks were too sharp and its flesh was badly torn. It roared and leaped off the rock, swimming away in the distance. I cried out but could only make animal sounds, something that meant, but
you
will
drown!
There
is
no
land
left. They’ve
taken
it
all!
You
will
die
from
your
wounds
in
this
frigid, black
water! My voice rose into a roar of agony like the animal’s voice, but it had already disappeared.
I awoke in the dawn with my whole body and spirit aching. I knew what the dream meant: that I must lose them all, everything I have loved. My body felt like a locked vessel containing nothing but agony. It seemed I had made no progress, no healing, at all. I was as sick as I was when I found her body on the shore. It looked like driftwood lodged in kelp at first. Only slowly did I see the outline of a human shape, and still more slowly did I see it was the one I never wanted to find like this. Slowly, too, did I now become aware of my surroundings. The sky was clear and bright again; my body was warm and whole. That must be enough, I thought. It is all that is left. The rest has been taken from me, as it has from my dying dream beast. How incredible that I am still alive!
Feeling very weak, I walked down my stairway to the living room and found that I was not alone: Mariska was sitting on the sofa. “Good morning,” I said. “You continue to remind me that I should change my ways and lock the door.”
Her face was strangely flushed and cold, unsmiling. “Don’t joke. You know why I’m here.”
I settled into my armchair, stretched and roared in frustration. “I do not have the foggiest notion of why you are here! I have just awakened from a recurrent nightmare and seem to have instantly walked into a farce. Why on earth are you here?”
“I’ve seen you with that girl! I’ve seen the way she looks at you. You, old enough to be her mother!”
“If you mean Sylvie, I’m probably old enough to be her grandmother.”
“She looks at you as though she could eat you up! Like Katia.”
“Yes, like Katia. Both artists, they stare as voluptuously as animals. Of course, an animal wants to devour you literally; an artist, figuratively. It is really quite wonderful, the most harmless form of love.”
“You are in no condition for this! Why have you taken up with her? When will you sleep with her?”
“With you watching? Never! Never for other reasons, too. You are right that I am in no condition for this. Besides, I hate the idea of December-May relationships. It would be an eternal reminder that I am living, after all, in December. I decided long ago that I would never sleep with a student.”
“She’s no student! She’s a very attractive woman.”
“Now you sound envious! I have a question for you: Why are you so possessive of me? You always have been.”
That silenced her. The moments crept by, then perhaps a quarter-hour had passed in stony silence. It wasn’t coming out of her, whatever it was, so I felt obliged to relieve her. She was suffering for reasons unknown and had surely done me no harm. “Nothing will ever happen between Sylvie and I but friendship and art,” I said. “Art can look like love and in a limited sense it is. But, it is friendship I need, a new friend or two. I will be alone now, and I must adapt to it.” I reached over and held her hand, and it was like electricity passing.
“I really am confused and inappropriate,” she said. “I should not have come.”
“I’m delighted you’re here! You have saved me again. I would otherwise be thinking of nothing but that nightmare, and now the morning light has dispelled it. Let me get you some coffee.”
“No, I am all right now. I see more clearly. Thank you for accepting this little explosion.”
“My life is now one explosion after another, and if I miss one, it will just be waiting for me in my dreams.”
“Of course, you are grieving.”
“Actually, my life seems to alternate between grief and farce, and it may be the only way I can ever learn to accept what has happened.”
Her intense blue eyes pierced me slowly, almost languorously, then she got up swiftly and walked out the door, slamming it. This gave me a shock, goosebumps. What on earth had she refused to say? Yet, after a moment, I decided that I should not worry about her. It was an old, unresolved problem—her possessiveness toward me. We had grown up in Patagonia together, after all. It was only another mystery between two human beings, as frequent as clarity. How horribly, magnificently, noisily, beautifully strange the world is, I continued to think as I got a cup of coffee and looked out the window at my ruckus. I can neither save nor abandon it. Perhaps that is the last thing my sacred beast meant to tell me. Or, I needed to tell myself.



 
MORE THAN A year of farce, grief, energetic agitation and careening inspiration has passed, a pilgrimage of perpetual astonishment. If a year can be a sacred beast, so has this been. My garden of sacred beasts now covers much of my acreage. It is apparently so startling as to have become a tourist attraction. I am now in the travel guidebooks, likened to the madwoman who built the Winchester Mystery House in California. The sign I have put over it, “A Garden of Art from One Who has Lost Everything but Her Mind,” has only fueled speculation that I have done just that. But in truth, I am irrelevant. The interest is the garden itself, now virtually a living thing, one that speaks and perhaps even roars if we could only hear the sound of spirits.
“Mediocrity” stands impressively at the beginning, the opposing force that necessitates the strangeness and ferocity of the beast garden. From there on, you can’t predict what you will see: it is virtually beyond chance. I began with metal for “Mediocrity” and it is still the heaviest sculpture. To capture the forgotten beauty of Patagonia that Katia should have both seen and felt, I have continued to use more supple and flexible materials, beginning with plastic and light metal for the plants, then graduating to the use of junked clothing and chicken wire which, with cloth molded to wire, allowed me to add plaster to the brew for larger, more detailed and subtly modeled animals and landscapes.
By cutting, pasting, molding and painting, I have assembled a giant bouquet of flowers, ranging from the astonishing pink blossoms of the coicopihue shaped like tiny, frail angels to the white ulmo blossoms of the eucryphia tree, with petals and stamens that remind me of exploding stars, to the sumptuously rounded Pan del Indio, fungi that grow on southern birches and were once food for the Onas of Tierra del Fuego. 
From the Argentinean frog, I progressed to the vividly lapis and sun-yellow zigzagged skin of the Galapagos horned toad and from there to many of the animals I have photographed and studied over the years. In early morning and late evening, ourakas, night herons and other big birds still alight upon them, and children have stolen the family of tuco-tucos twice now. I gave my latest version of them to Sylvie, who seems to feel something like mother love for them. The Neolithic giant beasts are prominent—the mylodon sloth, with orange fur made from abandoned brooms, and the glyptodon armadillo, its warrior-shield skin made of warped metal sheets from old discarded ovens.
In time, many other sacred beasts came loping into my garden: the wild and rough Yaghans and Onas in their animal-skin blankets as well as the TehuelcheIndians who once thrived in Northern Patagonia. The latter were very tall, with high furred and peaked headgear; red and yellow painted faces, and glittering eyes, all of which I have tried to capture. I have also made them as large and fierce as is proper, since they were known to have been friendly to whites initially but then, upon experiencing the inevitable perfidy, violence and exploitation of the explorers, flayed them alive and sucked their hearts.
The enemy is not forgotten: an immense Popper coin is here, with “Popper” written on one side and a swastika on the other. Beside it are sculptures of northern beeches and Degas dancers, dancing into the dune-like dust of the northern steppes, the dunes raised to vortices by the Mara and covered with claw marks from occasional torrential rains. To this scene, I recently added a bit of the northern Patagonian desert of black stones near Comodoro Rivadavia. The Moreno glacier thrusts its giant blue tongue of ice close to the beeches, the unearthly color that horribly and paradoxically may have given Katia the inspiration and will to kill herself. I do not concern myself with contradictions. Here all is monstrous, sacred and profane.
Two male rheas are here, their necks entangled in combat. An American flag stands beside them since the winner, as Katia observed, will strut into the White House, leaving the other in hopelessly dazed confusion, rejected by the other rheas.
The Holocaust is here as a conjoined unit, comprised of elements in the memory of a very young child. Tiny skeletal figures are surrounded by a sphere of barbed wire and a ceiling of white, cloud-like shapes. A sculpture of Bear’s black marble tombstone stands beside it. Both frequently blow over in the night wind and must be turned upright in the morning. Near them, I have created the bogs of Tierra del Fuego, dull yellow and reddish smears that cover our valley floors with lumpy beds of moss oozing water. The Yaghans, in their wonderful lost language, used the word for these bogs as a synonym for a wounded man, the color and liquid suggesting suppuration, my mind of a year ago.
In another landscape, I have sculpted a towering surface of intricate greenish-brown leaves, poles, hands and other shapes embodying the infinite density and impenetrability of bamboo thickets in northern beech forests. When Bear and I encountered them, we always found our campsite because we could go no further. The thickets and mist perpetually shrouding them and the forest beyond became an inconceivably detailed wall of vegetation and climate that resisted intrusion all the way to the Andes. When we camped there, I dreamed that I tried to cut my way through and was assailed by shrieking, tendril-like hands that could pull me into their endless green maw if I continued.
Early in my artistic endeavors, I glued soda cans together to join the sculptures into patterns, some octopus-like, some suggesting shadows of lumbering ancient beasts. But, I realized that the garden had generated its own design and unity. Like the earth, it was alive and self-defining, and I was its gardener and translator. Children love to play here and the big birds, herons and cranes, to alight and take a look at what might be called an exhibitionistic spectacle or a mirror. I have watched my garden during wind and rainstorms and felt vulnerable before it, as full of love as a young girl. It heaves and nearly gallops then, though it is held down by stakes in the ground. One day, it will all run away from me, and it is only proper that it should rejoin the wildness and eternity of its provenance.
I have envisioned a future sculpture of the landscape of Paso Roballos, but it may be entirely beyond my powers. I will try, though, as I have discovered that attempting to execute the impossible expands one’s range and depth as an artist. In this region, where Bear and I camped several times, four mountain peaks meet. Within this circle of jagged, snowy towers are green rivers running along volcanic walls of pink and green. Lake Ghio has turbulent waters that roil into turquoise. The surrounding cliffs are blindingly white in any weather, and the shoreline has lagoons of sapphire blue. Thousands of black-necked swans roost in the lagoon, and the shallows are pink with flamingos. Many historians think the region may be the origin of the “golden cities” legends that drove the explorers to pillage the land and its inhabitants.
To the adults of Ushuaia who do not know me, I am regarded with suspicion, though it is occasionally tempered with a smile. By the youth, I am revered as the city’s most outrageous rebel and because it annoys their parents. By the children, however, I am loved. It astonishes me that the garden is always full of them, playing and laughing, when they are offered so much by video games, satellite dishes, the Internet and all its excrescent, downloadable glory. I have placed more and more plaques throughout the garden describing the dangers posed by global warming and the earth’s sixth mass extinction. I have told all viewers that it is as much a danger to them as to the beasts of the garden.
I created the garden to tell me, in an image or story, why Katia had to die. Like all art, it has grown, transmogrified and become much more: a mirror of the viewer and the world in continual transformation. I am delighted and honored to be the gardener and translator of this process. The garden’s answer? It begins with an ancient Indian myth. The Indians in many parts of South America including Patagonia once believed that the earth was peopled by a race of giants. As punishment for the crime of male homosexuality, the giants were reduced to the size of human beings. My life with Katia, however, reverses and modernizes the myth: women who love women grow larger than life. Katia was one of these, a sacred beast to match the ancient giants. She was too brilliant, talented in too many ways, excessive in thought and feeling, for her unhappy moment in time; resulting in physical and mental frailty that infuriated and shocked her. She did not have the strength and freedom, ultimately, to express her enormous gifts and thus feel at peace with herself.
I am reminded of a part of my last dream with the white animal. There was a moment, just before it jumped from the rock and swam away, when we roared together in pain and rage. To participate in the sound was thrilling despite its pain. When I awoke, I thought that if she could have roared like that, vented her fury at the paltry, selfish, greedy world of smaller beings who were murdering the earth and her own utterly unique spirit, then I might have saved her.
I am sitting on my perch again, the sofa, observing it all like the night heron, one of my favorite companions. From this vantage, I see many changes yet to occur in my life: more additions to the beast garden, travel, new friends, a sense of novelty and freshness, all inconceivable before my pilgrimage. Sylvie and I have had many long conversations late into the night. One night, I told her that America, in absence of responsible leadership, is governed by the Internet, and she immediately challenged me to go back and continue my Internet activity and protests. I doubt that I will do this, but I will write books on the subject of mass extinction and global warming. Sylvie also wants me to take a camping and auto jaunt down the coast of Spain with her next summer in the Northern Hemisphere, and I am going.
I often see Mariska and Nadia for evenings of candle-lit music, wine and the incantation of dense, mysterious words they have written and call poetry. I have less and less sense of their witchery and unusual abilities, though. They say that this is merely because I have become a witch myself. I am much too polite to tell them what I think of that.
As a local celebrity, however mad, I have so many visitors that I now lock my door at every opportunity. I don’t like crowds and superficial conversation any more than the night heron. Our perches are sacred and deserve their solitary mental play.
Something immense has both been added and taken from me, and I often sit on my sofa and look at the photos on my walls. I return again and again, visually and in memory, to the Onas at the cleft between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when they huddled together in complete consciousness of their extinction. They are our past and perhaps our future, another secret whispering to us from the morning of the world. I see their eyes—feverish, horrified, enraged, agonized, lost. Even in the dazzling heat and light of Spain, I will see them. I look again. Look.
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WE ARE LYING on our backs, stretched full-length like children, on the banks of Lake Santa Olalla, directly below a flock of herons that is landing on the water. At once, hundreds of birds block out the sun and completely fill the sky with their finely sculpted bodies and primeval cries. We see nothing but immense dark wingspans and astonishingly slender and delicate aerodynamic breasts and torsos, incandescent diamond-white, all swaying in contact with one another as though engaged in the subtlest dance, the perfect shape for worldwide migratory flights. By flying as high as airplanes and floating on thermal air currents, these huge birds can circle the earth in eight days, and this flock has probably just arrived from Scandinavia.
Many years ago, Katia and I conjectured their mental state as something both sharp and continuous like Tibetan mindfulness, though I may be the only zoologist inclined to imagine their sentience. It is very natural to do so, however, and Sylvie groans in awe and follows in this direction almost immediately. After the great altercation and the herons are in the water, she says, “I have never seen them from below in a flock . . . I have never seen anything like it.” She whispers as though we were before a sacred altar and a goddess might look at us askance. “They must fly over the earth like that, the wind lifting their wings . . . Do they feel . . . some wonderful . . . powerful . . .”
“Does the heron feel the beauty of its flight over the earth?”
“Yes. It was breathtaking.”
“The question may be too beautiful for an answer.” It is the eternal question nagging the quantitative. The god’s eye view is inherently that of flight, a floating caress of the earth by an eye. We would, in all our restlessness, our quick frustrations and resentments, lose all sense of the flight’s beauty, were we the bird. But what of this perfectly shaped dancer of the air, wings dexterous and sensitive beyond our marble angels: does it forget the earth so easily? Something invisible passes over me, a sense somehow beyond my thought, perhaps the secret I am always seeking. I see the bird gliding over these tranquil waters, its reflection a phantom doubling its size and agility, the flock now endless white water lilies descending from the sky, and the sun’s ray breaks through, falls in a shaft of sunlight all the way to the lake bottom; the bird’s eye gleams with it and it sees an undulant, swaying world of blue-green-gold. Does it feel the beauty of its flight then? I cannot doubt it.
I turn to look at Sylvie and am doubly struck by beauty. She watches me in wonder for what we have seen together and looks like a woman about to make love. This would have flustered me years ago when I discovered her, but I am now old enough to be a child of the universe, profoundly at play. With her dark hair, now very long and her colorful, deep-necked tunics, the exoticism of her face is striking. Her beauty has only grown in the time I’ve known her. There is a wildness to it, yet it continually startles, glistens. In every landscape, she is the most beautiful presence, though I do not tell her so. 
“My god, is this what you do with your life?”
“Oh yes,” I say. “This is exactly what we are here for.”
Sylvie has just graduated from the Sorbonne, and I have accepted her invitation to spend several months traveling together in Spain. We have repudiated our cell phones for the entire summer, and they are locked in the glove compartment of my jeep, to be used only in an emergency. I planted my sensors, cameras, and other equipment all over Doñana, Spain’s historic wildlife preserve, a month ago; then we spent the month camping down the Costa Brava. Now we have returned for my data, which will take a week or so for me to gather. After this, we will go on to Madrid and Barcelona. It is spring, the nights still tingling. Full of youthful idealism, Sylvie says that she will draw and paint Spain, then the world, perhaps the universe. Nearly every moment when we are awake, she is drawing either in color with chalk or with charcoal—animals, flowers, trees, landscapes, often me. In her drawings, I may look like a young girl, then a man, then a distinguished old bear. I may well be all of these things, and her portraiture is as perceptive as it is unpredictable. She amazes me and I apparently amaze her, so we are the best of travel mates. 
My own pendulum has swung to science again, and I have received permission from the Spanish government to study the effects of climate change on Doñana’s wildlife and flora. In the 1970s, I carried out zoological studies in Doñana with Katia. The effects of global warming and climate change here are devastating. We have only been here for a few days, but I already know that bird clutches are smaller here than those in other parts of Spain. This preserve is no longer preserving its wildlife. The flock of herons we have just seen is an order of magnitude smaller than the ones I saw in the 1970s. 
Doñana is now a chaotic, shifting region either flooded or parched by drought, and we entered in a jeep. This alone is radical change. In the 1970s, people could live year-round in Doñana with no more than a canoe to sleep in and a horse to pull it over perpetual wetlands. We are camping beside the lakes and marshes while I gather my data. I will study the animal life in scrublands, marshes, lakes and dunes all the way to the Guadalquivir River before we leave, and Sylvie will draw whatever inspires her.
Now, I am fascinated to see the drawings Sylvie finished today. I am as captivated by them as I am with the wildlife here. She drove off in the jeep this afternoon, and I have no idea what she found. She smiles as I pick up a drawing of a tamarisk tree growing in a lake. She must have gone to Lake Tarje where they are abundant. Her charcoal rendering displays the convoluting, almost convulsive form of this tree that rises from a tiny island in the lake (created by the mud adhering to its exposed roots) and dramatically bows down to the water with the endlessly intricate pattern of its fibrous, twisting branches. Katia said these trees made her think of ancient, longhaired madwomen, throwing their wild hair and arms into the water again and again, as though they had lost something unutterably precious there. Sylvie has captured the strangely passionate appearance of this tree.
I take up another drawing, which I see is based on an image of an Iberian lynx’s head that I took from my cameras, one of the thirty or so animals still alive here, saved by a conservation program. Sylvie has captured, in colored chalk, the terrible beauty of this feral face; its contraries of elegance and destruction, nobility and terror. Its large, upraised curving ear tufts look like a primitive crown; and its kingship is perfectly realized in the pitiless, intensely focused eyes that combine both golden light and shadow, the vision of a creature stream-lined for predation. This wild face has thick dark lines about its eyes like an Egyptian pharaoh, yet added to this are the shapes of symmetrically jagged black bolts of lightning on its forehead as well as the symmetry of black stripes on the cheeks, altogether suggesting Indian war paint. Its face is framed by a pirate’s pointed black beard.
It is the warrior face of what was until recently the land’s top predator, and its hunting skills are commensurate: it can jump to seize a bird in mid-flight or kill a deer many times its size. It can also kill exclusively for pleasure. Does this fierce face belie an innate cruelty, or does it represent deadly extravagance? The same question could be asked of humans who kill for sport. It is all there, a fiery enigma, in Sylvie’s drawing. I feel a well of pain and frustration that this animal is now the rarest cat species in the world. It was abundant during my last stay in Doñana in the 1970s.
“These are absolutely wonderful, Sylvie. You are showing me new ways of perceiving.”
“You are showing me so much every day. I want to give back.” Her face relaxes in luminous pleasure as she rests on one elbow, and her body has the sinuous receptiveness of a woman in love. Our intimacy does not disturb me anymore. All of our creation together, much of it side-by-side—the moments of pure surprise, wonder, novelty, bottomlessness—all merging into the infinite spaciousness of mental play; making a world and then wanting only to live there; what one imagined as solitary and then found to be shared with an incendiary spirit; its law solely that you must give your self to it completely or miss it entirely; this existence together—is so much like love-making that we have begun to look like lovers. How it would horrify Mariska; how it delights me.
It is now late afternoon, and I want to look at the data collected by one of my cameras placed beside a cork oak tree several miles away. Sylvie wants to come with me in the jeep, and we drive through forests of pinewood and heather. Suddenly she cries, “There!”
I stop the jeep. “What is it?”
She is breathless again. “Something alive, an animal with magical colors, orange and black as though painted with Picasso brush strokes. It was crawling on the ground so slowly, rhythmically. We went past it so fast I could think of nothing but a small, colorful gnome with a magic disk. But that can’t be . . .”
I laugh in delight. “No, from your description, it was a Greek tortoise.”
She looks at me in consternation. “Must you always know everything?”
“I have no idea what you will say from one moment to the next, and I love it! Do you want to draw that tortoise?”
“Oh, yes!” She takes her chalk and paper pad, and we walk slowly back through tall clinging heather, rosemary and rock rose until we come to the oblivious, plodding tortoise Sylvie thought was supernatural, the one for whom our little drama is less than nothing. “It’s gorgeous!” she says, “orange and black, autumn.”
“They’re all over the Mediterranean.”
“Can you leave me here so that I can draw it?”
“Of course.” Another piece of the universe—maybe Sylvie is the woman to reach the end of it. “I’ll be back in, say, an hour and a half.”
Before driving off, I turn to take a last look. She is drawing rapidly with intense concentration, but walking slowly and carefully beside the tortoise as it plods along. I surely can’t drive back to the same place. Where will they be in an hour and a half? Not even the tortoise knows. I am utterly delighted by the chance encounter of this animal and woman. I drive off thinking that I should tell Sylvie the story of Adwaitha the giant sea turtle, who has a life span of two hundred and fifty years. As a hatchling, he was given to the first head of the British colonial Raj and has now outlived the entire British Empire. I love to imagine the incongruously languorous pace and infinite immediacy of his perception. India’s colonial and religious wars—and, for that matter, the world wars of the twentieth century—were no more than the shifting of sand, sunlight and water beneath his four dancing feet. I can imagine no gentler creature. How fitting that such a mind should exist in this world; how tragic that his species, with little or no inbred fear of humans, has been hunted to near-extinction.
I arrive at the cork oak tree where my camera and sensors have been hidden in tall nearby grasses. I particularly want to see footage of birds, wild boar and rutting deer. But first, I must appreciate the magnificence of this tree. It is such a phenomenon that Sylvie will undoubtedly want to draw it. Cork oak trees are found between scrublands and marshes, which is also the range of nearly all of Doñana’s animals. It is a perfect place to find images of wildlife because the tree offers nurturance to all species. In its youth, it is an aviary for the nests of birds both large and small. Like a Manhattan apartment building, every bit of the bough’s surface is taken by residents, whose nests are side-by-side, and the birds also divide it into sections so that they can nest with their own kind. In the spring, the sound of so many young birds being nurtured is that of a rushing river. I treasure this sound. 
In old age, the tree is hollow and it then houses the lynx, wild cats, jackdaws, little owls and barn owls. In death, it collapses into a mass of limbs and bark that has been completely utilized by the forest animals, and it then replenishes the soil beneath them. I stare up at this cork oak tree from below. It is in its youth and possesses hugely twisted and gnarled limbs that cover the sky, both Madonna and colossus of the forest. It makes me think of both an octopus and a Minoan goddess. In the still light of late afternoon, its entire surface glistens with the white dung of numberless birds. 
Here I will find my wildlife, and I begin transferring the data from the cameras to my computer until images of animals appear in extended sequences on my screen. Then I come upon you, El Magnifico, my wild boar, the black-pelted god who has carried out orgies of eating beneath this tree. There you are with your thick black fur rumpling whatever shape your body may have had and your tiny but brilliantly shining eyes and upturned tusks that seem to be laughing. There is leering delight all over your furry face and I know why, for it is there in my film footage: Your favorite food is the plethora of cones this tree has dropped upon you as though you were its favorite. In the most sensual fashion, your long tongue has sucked the sweet center of these cones and spit out the bract like the most orgiastic of ancient Romans. How Sylvie will adore your face and want to draw it, you creature of excess.
When we return to the lake, it is already sunset, the perfect time for dinner, wine and some of our wildest and most memorable conversation. We began to love this time of the day while camping down the Costa Brava. After long hours of art and study alternating with swimming and hiking, we came alive again in the cinnabar radiance that burnished the headlands and surf all the way out to the ocean and end of the sky; a slow, majestic opening of the night’s magically glowing hand. Sylvie’s hair turns a dark, gleaming red in this fire-laden light, and the rich color rims her face and shoulders down to the small of her back. Still, sunset in the forest perhaps tantalizes us even more with its compression of wildness and mystery, shadowy life and strident sound pressing close to us, never entirely separate from danger and death.
When our dinner is over and we drink Spanish wine over our campfire, Sylvie becomes curious about Doñana. “How did this preserve come into being? Was it inhabited by people, or has it always been a park?”
“If you read Spanish history, you will find long descriptions of Spanish monarchs who had no talent or intellect to do anything but hunt in Doñana. They brought enormous retinues the size of the entire court with them, and the land turned into a spectacle. But the true origin and meaning of Doñana lie with my unknown stewards of the world—eccentric women.”
Sylvie laughs. “Les
Monstre sacrés even here? I do not think of them as everywhere. They are unique, after all.”
“Maybe you should think of them everywhere. They do comprise a secret history of the world, and we are now taking part in their little known traditions.”
“Who were they?” Then Sylvie smiles and asks, “Is this my bedtime story?”
She is right there. I can’t resist telling a tale of the strangeness, power and mystery of women. Have I been doing this every night? Perhaps. “It begins with Princess Eboli, a woman notorious for her sexual voracity. Her daughter, named Ana and eventually Dona Ana, rebelled against her famous mother and embraced an unusually austere religious faith. Dona Ana set up the preserve as a kind of outpost for nature and virtue.”
“That’s medieval.”
“She ordered the building of the palace so that she could live here with the king as much as possible. Unfortunately, her husband, the monarch, became at least as notorious as Princess Eboli since he was incompetent enough to have been responsible for the sinking of the Spanish Armada. So, there was even more scandal and disgrace to escape from.”
Sylvie laughs. “Now, that is modern, an anti-heroine. All this is really very funny.”
“It gets better. In later life, Dona Ana decided that she and her husband were so lost in the world as to need incarceration. She insisted that they completely retreat from the court and live in the palace dungeons.”
Sylvie laughs uproariously. “Have we had too much wine? This is hysterically funny! Are you making it up as you go?”
“Not at all. That is never necessary with eccentric women. Their lives simply are vivid stories, and they have always been a force to be reckoned with.”
“Was there only one, Dona Ana? Or were there more?”
“More, of course. A few generations later, a Spanish empress decided that the male monarchs were wimps for using muskets to hunt. She would display her superiority by hunting with a spear in Doñana. She brought a bunch of royal women along as her cheering gallery. They found this more thrilling than their life at court.”
“That I can believe.”
“Eccentric women are now part of Spanish traditions and culture.”
“That I cannot believe. Yes, another glass of wine. I want to drink to them if they exist.” We clink our glasses to our favorite toast, the Czech krasna život, “to the beauty of life.”
“The institution I am referring to is the annual pilgrimage through Doñana to celebrate a unique imaginary spiritual woman. She is called the Virgin of El Rocio, or Virgin of the Marshes.”
“I’m not impressed by virgins. What do real women have to do with her?”
“It is actually men who are obsessed with her. In the annual ceremony, she is carried in a wagon over the marshes, attended by men and women in Andalusian dress. The men swarm to touch her, keeping the women away in the process, as though she had some power they could not afford to share.”
“That I can believe.”
“You are alternating between belief and disbelief.”
“Well, we are eccentric.” She smiles as she looks up at the dark sky. We never noticed how the night had fallen down before us. It is now full of melodramatic cries from the stone curlew alternating with the softer music of the nightjar. My story has created a spell, though every word of it is true. Sylvie is suddenly animated. “I would love to have painted Dona Ana! There must have been great determination and despair in her face.”
“You would have to allow yourself to be locked up in the dungeon with her.”
“Imagine it!” Sylvie smiles in delight. “She would have been so pale . . . so imperious. She would have barely looked at me or her husband skulking in the corner.”
“She would have doubted your value as an artist, perhaps have tried to convince you to live in a dungeon more austere than her own. You would have needed more wine than we have to put up with her.”
“But I would capture the power of her strangeness, her resistance to a world she rejected! I would have to meet the enormous challenge of imagining a face that implies all of what you have told me!”
“Better than a Greek tortoise?”
“Oh, I love that tortoise, too. I should have found out whether it was female. Perhaps we can only see eccentrics here; the rest of the world has vanished.”
Yes, it has been a day and night full of ordinary life transmogrifying into the extraordinary, much of which we ourselves have created. It is growing colder, and I get into my sleeping bag. Without a word, we smile and delight in a night deepened by what we have imagined, a darkness velvet with possibility. Sylvie places her sleeping bag beside mine and gets into it.
Suddenly, there is a great altercation in the water just beside the riverbank. Two huge, powerful bodies hurl themselves through the river just beyond our feet and spray us with water. Sylvie cries out in fear. An immense, imperious furry head rises up to see who has dared to make this sound, the last ray of the sunset gilding great horns that stand out in a broad, nearly horizontal bar of fire. Beneath large, hairy brow ridges, its eyes are bold pools of red and black, and dark water streams from its snout. “Oh my god,” Sylvie whispers, her fear instantly replaced by fascination with the great head contemplating us. Then the two beasts continue running and kicking their hooves in the air far down the riverbank.
As they vanish into the dark, I say, “Doñana is full of wild cattle. If they are threatened, they become the most dangerous animals here, but these two were just playing, chasing each other through the water. We are silent and pensive; then we explode with laughter at this end to our day.
“Eccentric Doñana nights!” Sylvie says with a charming smile and moves in her sleeping bag directly beside me. As I close my eyes, I feel the gentle pressure of her shoulder and hip, the softness of her hair, and her arm twines with mine in the dark.
Exquisite.
First light comes as filaments of gray fleece in the sky as I become aware of movement next to me; then I fall back to sleep, only to awaken in the breadth of dawning light: another soft spring day. As my body quickens and my eyes focus, I see a chalk drawing of the head that astonished us last night—the vanishing red flame of light still faintly glowing on the edges of its horns and in its eyes. I smile in amazement. I would never have guessed she could capture that light and its shade of red, a color relinquishing itself to darkness, yet here it is. Now there is sound in the lake, and I can see that Sylvie is bathing in the water. I will join her.
In the lake, we are surrounded by sounds of birds and insects I cannot name, cold dark green water pungent with life. Water plants are softly clinging to my legs and thighs, and in a moment, I will recognize them. Now, however, my mind is wonderfully empty. Sylvie smiles and hands me the soap, then begins to float on the surface of the lake. “The drawing is magnificent,” I say, yet my words are paltry before this vision: Sylvie’s full breasts are gleaming and floating on the water; her skin is a delicate olive that becomes translucent in the light, her nipples large and plum-colored, her legs gently open to the current. The water plants cling lightly to her hips and thighs; one threads itself over one breast, as though I were not the only one to adore this sight.
I cannot resist her beauty: this woman simply fills the universe. I can’t take my eyes away from her, and I have not carefully hidden my desire this time. She looks up and sees my immersion in her loveliness, begins to rise to me, and a flock of birds passes overhead, prepares to land in the water. They block the sun and fill the sky with the color of flesh. My mind moves so slowly that I can hardly name them: flamingoes. Their heads, breasts and torsos are thickly feathered white. The rich pink color is a cape on their wings, whose undersides are black; their heads, beaks and legs are pink. The colors merge as they sway in movement together, and it is the color of flesh swaying in a rhythm I can only perceive as ecstasy. Under this sky of flesh, all things are necessary, inevitable: Sylvie and I are pressing together, our hands gliding over the wet surface of the other. It is what I have wanted for days, perhaps months, years—making love—and it is happening beneath a sky of flesh. We can only press together, go inside one another, throb in movement together.
For hours.
It is afternoon. We have moved to our sleeping bags. She is lying beside me, asleep. We have loved one another completely, as women do, until we lost consciousness. I raise myself on my elbows and look out at the simplest and greatest of luxuries: a land at peace. I know nothing and want nothing but this woman. I never expected it to happen again. What dangers will befall us? All too many: it can’t last for the difference in age and experience. We will begin to grow apart as soon as we leave Doñana. She will understand this, and I will release her as easily as it was to make love to her. I will not regret a moment: it is a gift.
The flamingoes are now settled in the water, for their favorite food resides here, a crustacean that gives them their pink color. They are marching in tandem at the meeting of water and land. Two by two, males to one side and females to the other, they strut with a wobbly motion in an uneven yet perfect rhythm. These monogamous pairs almost seem to be promenading, performing the ritual of courting couples in the small villages of Spain and Italy. The incongruity of their long slender pink legs and beaks gives their motion a great elegance, like a line of exquisitely thin Spanish dancers, and I wonder, as I often do in watching wildlife, if beauty and simple satisfaction can ever be joined as completely as here and now. Not for humans, surely.
Sylvie is now awake, watching this vigorously wobbling line of pink feathers with me, and then we laugh at our impetuous love overtaken by a flock of flamingoes. What can we call it? “Love with Flamingoes.” She sits up and takes my face in her hands. “Now I want to know everything from you. When did you first think of me like this? I don’t think I’ve ever passed out from sex before. Did you actually make love to me in the lake? I didn’t know whether I was being born or giving birth. How did you do it?”
“I just held you up with my arms. Let me say this: we have to eat. We’re running on pure sex right now.” We laugh and begin to make our breakfast. When we are sitting quietly and eating, still without clothing, I ask, “Do you have any idea what you are getting yourself into?”
Sylvie pauses to think and then smiles charmingly. “About as much as the flamingoes do.”
“Irresistible woman! And you are old enough to give irresistible reasons.” Now she will astonish me for a new set of reasons. It has been a circuitous, almost tortuous path to one another: the world does not want us to know how completely women can love one another.
“So tell me, when did you want this to happen?” Her voice is warm, thrilling velvet. It is the question that always comes, the most beautiful.
“From the beginning, but I could not believe you would want it.” I smile effortlessly, perhaps dreamily. “And you?”
“I’ve always been fascinated by you, from the time I was a little girl. It began with all those photos of animals on your walls. I thought that you were unique, ideal and perhaps not human.” This pleases me so much that I can only touch and kiss her, draw her to me, though we are still eating breakfast. “And you? You haven’t really answered.”
“Your beauty is so overwhelming that I can only describe it slowly, over several days. It completely overpowered me. But of course, I thought you could not want a woman old enough to remind you of your mother or even your grandmother. What is that like?”
“Complex at first. You are fascinating . . . and yet forbidden somehow, tabu . . . but then I feel love and it all becomes simple.”
“Am I at all like your mother?”
“No, more like my father.”
“Ah, tell me about that.”
“Well, he is a geologist and has taken me camping with him all over the world. I’ve been very close to him.”
“And your mother?”
“She was an artist who gave it all up for her husband and family. She . . . I guess I would say that she trivialized it, got into arts and crafts, jewelry. For him, really. I’ve talked to her about it many times, but I can’t get through. She only tells me that she didn’t really want to pursue art, and I know it isn’t true.”
“She is the one you most wanted to save but could not.”
Sylvie is suddenly silent and pensive. “Yes. Why did you say that? Do other women feel this?”
“The women I’ve known often do.”
“Do you think of it as pathological?”
“Oh, no. Never. It is part of what is best in us, really. It goes back to the difference between the bonobos and the other chimpanzees.”
“I remember, you told me about them when we first met.” She is smiling now. “You wanted me to choose between them as our true ancestors.” 
“Let me tell you when there is more blood and less love in my head. I can’t think at the moment.” Now I am smiling. She kisses me and then I . . . and then she . . . and I . . . “I have never kissed a woman so many times during breakfast,” I finally say. “I will never be able to think today. But there is one more thing I must know immediately: have you ever made love with a woman before?”
“No.”
“Didn’t you want to?”
“I doubt there is any woman who hasn’t wanted to.”
“But wasn’t it easy for you in Paris?”
“It is so much easier to get involved with men.”
“Haven’t you been happy with that?”
“The sex, yes. The relationship, no. French men are very sexist. All that égalité and fraternité don’t apply to women. They’re worse than Americans.”
I am done with my breakfast and I pull a T-shirt over myself and start to put on my jeans. “You are . . . going to get dressed?” She sounds slightly confused, then we laugh again uproariously, since we have been naked with one another for a morning and part of an afternoon.
“It does suddenly seem strange, doesn’t it?” I pause to kiss and touch her. Yes, I am sorry she will get dressed. “It feels as though we are alone, I know, but it is not quite true. Guards and rangers can turn up; so can groups of tourists. What will the Spanish government think of the lesbian nudist camp my research has become?” 
Sylvie laughs and begins to dress. Contentedly passive, I merely sit beside and touch her overwhelming beauty as it disappears into clothing. I feel very fortunate and grateful for this unexpected love. As soon as she has her jeans on, she rolls over on top of me and kisses me passionately. Already, she wants to startle me. I know that very well. Ah yes, this could go on all afternoon and evening . . .
“Wait until it’s dark,” I whisper and then she . . . and I . . . and . . . “Whatever made me think you were a child?” I finally say when I have breath to speak.
We spend the late afternoon and early evening hours in a pinewood forest near Doñana’s palace. We have taken all of our equipment with us and will camp here or beside another lake tonight. The forest, called San Agustin, is another locus through which wildlife—mammals, birds, and reptiles—pass to hunt and breed, so I have placed my cameras and equipment here, too. At this time of year, it is also the place where rutting deer carry out their mating rituals.
The forest has a striking reddish bark that makes the light seem to be dawn or sunset at any hour of the day. The bare trunks are very numerous as they incline toward one another; the bark follows this seemingly sinuous movement and enhances it with islands of rich cinnabar. The density of the trunks and lack of undergrowth as well as their subtle suggestion of movement gives the forest an uncanny and almost spiritual aspect. Katia thought of these trees as pillars in the interior of a mosque. To me, they have always seemed to be living magic wands, perhaps moving behind me and even inspecting me when my back is turned. What will Sylvie’s brilliant eye discern in this strange forest?
She has been wandering about like a wild creature, completely at home and even swinging from branches like a child. What did I do after I first made love with a woman? Something uncivilized. Later, her chalk drawing displays red staves with flags on top, as though a conference of representatives from many species, a United Nations of the Forest, has met here.
She disappears for several hours and returns with another drawing. I want to see it immediately; her artistry fascinates me as much as her beauty. As I look at this new creation, I see that she has had the good luck to come upon an azure-winged magpie, a bird that nests in the forest. Before me is a luxurious black hood that nearly hides the bird’s glowing eyes; it richly drapes itself to the middle of the bird’s back. With its white throat and long, jutting blue tail at a sharp angle to the body like an elegant fillip, the bird makes me think of a woman dressed for some elaborate, mysterious evening encounter.
“I am almost embarrassed to tell you how wonderful they are again, but they are.” She moves very slowly toward me as though she were hunting me, then kisses me and squeezes my thighs. Already, she wants to play with me. I know that very well, too.
The evening comes quickly, and we set up our campfire here in the forest. Sylvie pours wine for us immediately and seems uninterested in eating. I try to broach the subject I mentioned before, though neither of us is pensive. “I was telling you about our protective feelings for our mothers, which is part of whom we are and where we come from. I don’t ever want you to be led astray by idiots who think gay people are sick or evil. I should tell you about the research that has clarified gender and sexuality, particularly as I am more responsible for this relationship than you are.”
“Bullshitita!” She has a charming smile as she moves closer to me, as though I had been ignoring her.
Yet I persist. “So, you don’t think I more or less seduced you?”
“I’ve been planning it all summer. Before that, too.” Her eyes are bemused, challenging, which only makes her more beautiful.
“Before?”
“When we first met. If you hadn’t been grieving . . .” She smiles in devilish delight and we laugh long and hard. Amazing: for all my years and wisdom, she can effortlessly keep secrets from me.
“Then, all of my noble efforts to control and disguise my feelings . . .”
“Were completely in vain! You never had a chance of escaping me.”
“I haven’t been grieving for quite a long time. Why here, now?”
“How could I let this paradise pass us by without the most paradisal part of it? I’ve been flirting outrageously since we entered Doñana. Sleeping with you has been my top priority since you told me about Doñana’s eccentric women. Haven’t you noticed? I never have to do this with men; they’re all over me.” Her eyes are bright with laughter and a restless intensity. Everything we do or say is becoming love: the rough kind.
“Well then, since you cynically seduced me, destroying my innocence, I still must tell you who we are and where we come from . . . except that I can’t think again.” I am much too distracted by a kind of erotic force she radiates. Is it only the power of her beauty or something more deliberate? She moves to the rock I am sitting on and kisses me, her arms around my back in a tight embrace without tenderness.
“Tonight, I will give you your first bedtime story,” she says. “Wordless!”
“We almost missed breakfast because of that, tiger. Now, we really need to have dinner.”
We laugh and begin to prepare our dinner, though the atmosphere is strangely tense. Very soon, the night has come and we are enclosed in a darkness of palpable energy and power. Animals are everywhere in the dark, mating and crying, killing and dying. My mind cannot distinguish individual species; the night is a rhythmic cry, strident and raw; it is the sound of our own blood. I can only drink wine and watch this woman who is both beloved and unknown to me.
Suddenly she says, “There’s something I really want to know: do we play roles with each other? That’s a big part of my problem with men. You and I seem to be completely unlike that, but are we doing some of it?”
“Probably, yes.”
“Really! What are the roles?”
“Well . . .” I can’t think and don’t want to. “I am the relentless one and you are the insatiable one.” She dissolves into laughter that temporarily destroys the tension between us. Now I have startled her, played with her, even tossed her around. She loves it. Already, she wants me rough. I know that very well, too.
“And then?” She looks at me seriously without a bit of humor.
I am silent. Touché, Sylvie. I can’t read your mind. “And?” I ask.
“And then?” Her eyes are dancing with laughter, though her face is serious, even fierce. Her drawing of the lynx passes through my mind.
“Then, you are relentless and I am insatiable.” We laugh, nearly dispelling the tension. I’ve tossed her around again. Her playfulness still has a sharp edge. She needs to make love to me. Amazing: I thought I was the one who could barely keep herself under control. Where will this go? It seems to be as necessary and unknown as the night.
We finish our wine quickly. She reaches for me in the dark, and I rapidly douse the flames. Her face is smiling over me in the moonlight. “Now the fire comes back!” she says.
It does. Wordlessly, passionately, relentless and insatiable, insatiable and relentless; for the entire night we make love as though we could die within the hour; as close to violence as we will ever be. At once: powerful legs rush about us; hooves fall harshly; antlers clash and trumpeting calls sound everywhere. Even danger incites us: we are incandescent. It is a night of hooves, clashing cymbals, trumpets, and love as rough as any in the forest. No wonder the god of love is also the god of war in so many cultures.
When I awaken in the morning light, I am on my back, holding her in my arms. One of her arms is around my neck, the other across my chest. Our legs are intertwined. We look like a couple who drowned in the ocean and then washed up on a coastline. It is not far from what happened. She has already sensed that I am awake, though I have not moved. As she looks up at me, her eyes are very soft, full of gentleness, utterly pristine and lovely. “What a bedtime story that was!” I say and we laugh.
“I had to make up for all those bedtime stories you’ve been telling me.”
“You did it! It was worth the lot of them.” The sun is already bright overhead, close to noon. We are a lesbian nudist camp again. I must insist that we make love in the tent tonight. I wonder if I will be that thoughtful. “The deer nearly trampled us last night. It’s their rutting season, much too dangerous for us here. We should camp somewhere else.” There, I am finally the voice of reason. Mother, too? No, I am no stand-in for her mother. I am the animal she wanted. And I will be again.
Still, she is all tenderness now, and I can do nothing but reciprocate. We have shown parts of ourselves that we would not ordinarily have revealed so soon. She is testing me for boundaries, and I sense there is something she wants to tell me. She rises and I think she intends to bathe, but instead she brings me the huge paper pad on which she has been drawing. Aha, there are drawings she did not show me. Why?
Without a word, she gives them to me. The drawings are of me, nude, and there are many of them. She spent the whole previous day drawing me. The other pictures she showed me were cursory: this is how she actually spent those hours. They display intense emotion and have been drawn very fast; there could be fifty of them. Some of them show me as a girl; in some I am barely delineated. At last, I see one that is detailed and evidently finished. It shows me reclining in the position of Chac Mool, the Mayan water god. We first made love in a lake . . . My body is lean, elongated and curving. Unlike the god, my eyes and face show passion, my brow, darkly furrowed. My hands reach out. What do all these drawings say? There is nothing I want to know more, and I look from one to another quickly. But it is simple: how could I misunderstand? They say, I can’t think of anything but you. I love you.
I sit back, stunned. Tears begin to fall down my cheeks, and I brush them away. She is asking a question that I must answer. Finally, I look up at her and say, “Yes, I love you. I do. Never doubt it.” She immediately kisses me. When I can speak, I say, “even if you have some things in common with the Marquis de Sade.” We laugh long and hard.
“I couldn’t tell you,” she says, as though of the delirious night we have spent. “I couldn’t draw anything but you . . . and I know you can take anything . . .”
“Really?”
“Your cosmic calm. You’re always so charismatically at ease. You weren’t when I met you.”
“Oh, no, I was demonic.”
“So last night, I asked for your demons again.”
“Is this what we’ll be together?”
“Angelic and demonic.”
“Our roles again?”
“As in art, so in love.” She is serious, no longer playing. “Haven’t you found it so?”
“Mmm. But . . . more often angelic.” She looks at me fondly, tenderly. Yes, she is a lovely kitten today, and it is as natural as what happened last night. “To breakfast, to eat,” I conclude. Silently, I decide: I have come for the wildlife, so I cannot complain that it is too wild for me.
When we have moved our equipment into the jeep, I hardly know where we will go. The world has opened its arms to me, as it always does when my whole being is quickened to beauty and love, and immediately, I want to work. The endlessly disturbing question of how to live is only a matter, after all, of love and work. Paradise is no more and no less than these, and it is as true for women as for men. Only in the pleasure of these primal acts and their spiritual flashes of selflessness, do we revere the earth enough to protect it. Truth is ultimately simpler than illusion; it pleases the classicist and derails the romantic.
We can probably work best on the banks of one of Doñana’s lakes. Which one? They are all beautiful and very different from one another. Some plunge into the forests and carry their diverse life; others lie both within and outside the preserve. Their waters are different colors, which will interest Sylvie. Charco de Toro has forbiddingly black waters. Lake Tarje has purple silt in the spring; leading away from it are trails of pale lilac. Santa Olalla, where we have already camped, has green waters. When the wind gusts and rips the surface, it turns into a bed of sheer green foam. I decide that we will camp tonight beside Lake Tarje, where the tamarisks grow.
When we are settled beside the lake, I find, not surprisingly, that my sensors and cameras from our previous campsite have excellent footage of deer, both from the present and from spring. I immediately give it to Sylvie, since she has never seen their life cycle.
Then we are absorbed in our work for many hours. From time to time, one of us looks up at the other. When this happens, we always know we are being observed and feel a glow of delight. It is much as though we are sharing the same thoughts. 
As footage of animals passes before my eyes, I see only Sylvie’s beauty. It seems to hold different images in differing contexts. In daylight, the exoticism of her face, coloring and simple tunics make me think of the women of the Mediterranean, the Middle East, Persia, even South Asia. In bright sunlight, it is a profusion that gleams and scatters itself into the world like light. At night, her beauty is a unified force of tremendous power. Would I ever be able to resist her? At night, I must merge with her yet by day, she is a perfect sculpture I can turn about in my vision and thoughts, always different yet always exquisite. She often sketches while lying on her side, and then I cannot take my eyes away from her.
I do not mention her beauty to her, as I sense she has heard too much about it from men and has not wanted what inevitably follows. I am not surprised by her ambivalence toward men. I have long suspected that extremely beautiful women do not draw the best out of men, but the worst.
In the late afternoon, when I am totally absorbed in my work, I look up and find that she has disappeared. For a moment, I am alarmed. As I look around, her arms embrace my back and I feel her lips on my neck: she has been directly behind me all along. “I don’t think I have ever been so happy and so exhausted at the same time,” she says, her head resting on my back.
“Me, too,” I say. “We have to sleep tonight. Even paradise has its limits.” She nods her head as her arms embrace my waist, and I feel a peaceful ecstasy. “I would love to see your drawings,” I say. She places her pad of paper beside my leg, and I see immediately that she has chosen images from the spring.
The first drawing shows a family of deer at dusk. They are seen from the rear as they leave the tall grasses of the scrublands to graze. Here is the regal solemnity and powerful girth of the stag with his huge antlers piercing the sky in arcs like elegant cups. The doe is caught in a dancer-like pose whose round-curving withers pick up the sinuous lines of the stag as the two merge into the landscape. Awkwardly and charmingly, the faun follows on thin, ungainly legs, his ears as large, upright and expressive as a jackrabbit’s.
The light of late sunset strikes the long stalks of weeds and wild grasses that oppose the family’s movement as they leave the scene, creating the contrary force that perfects the drawing’s composition. The suggestion is ephemeral beauty: enclosing this brief moment, nature destroys the original scene like a Tibetan mandala of colored gravel that is continually created and destroyed.
Sylvie’s second drawing is a rare view of the faun’s head as he looks directly into the camera. The dusk places his face in umber shadow. From this gentle darkness faintly rise the beginnings of new horns covered with fuzz. The faun has immense soft ears that lean out of the shadow for a touch of dusky light. The huge brown eyes beneath long lashes are full of tenderness. The nose is large and soft, and the subtlety and delicacy of the whole drawing is breath taking. Tall stalks of wild grass and scrub throw a plethora of green lines over the scene, as though a celebration of youth was implicit. The drawing is another ephemeral moment, a still point that is resonant and eternal while its subject may no longer exist.
“It seems so effortless for you,” I say. “I am beginning to think you are a genius.”
“There’s nothing like great love to make you one,” she sighs and we laugh.
“No, I don’t think it works quite like that, though it’s a damned good warm-up.”
After a late bath, then dinner and wine, I pitch a waterproof tent with flooring for us. Huge thunderclouds darken the sunset, and the night or the morning will surely bring rain. Then, silent, nude and innocent as children, we fall asleep in one another’s arms and awaken perhaps ten hours later to an afternoon sky that is pouring rain. We look out of the tent to heaving greenery and the ripe odors of wet mud. The tent is dry and has protected us well. Beyond the aperture of the tent is a world of continuous movement from infinitely small, shining green surfaces that delight us, the sky seemingly at war with the ground.
“I would never have known what a gorgeous place this is to be in a storm,” Sylvie says.
“We can even bathe just outside. Want to?”
I follow Sylvie out the front of the tent and we laugh and wash ourselves in the torrent. We can even brush our teeth in this downpour. Then we kiss and hold one another, our hands sliding everywhere. There is surely no one to see us today. Without bearings in the intense downpour, the rain seems to wash away some strata of our minds: we are again animals in passionate union with the world and one another. I am not surprised when she pulls me down to the ground and we make love in streams of water, mud and grass. Her legs slide over my shoulders and she instantly climaxes again and again. Our senses register nothing but the blind urgings of our bodies and the world’s rough deluge upon us. I have no sense of time passing until we begin to laugh. Then we are nothing but bodies lunging together and laughing. The laughter is much like orgasm, too, and then a single thought breaks into my consciousness. “Into the tent, wildwoman,” I say. We stand up and take a now very necessary bath in the rain and lunge into the tent, still laughing. Laughing and wrestling with one another on the tent floor like Greek soldiers, she gives me one climax after another until we are unconscious.
And we awaken into a universe of such silence and peace that I scarcely know where I am. It is no longer raining, and slowly the sounds of wind, birds and insects, and water lapping in the lake break into my consciousness. I rise and walk out of the tent into a world of such sharp sensations that I can remember how it feels to be a child. My body gives me jagged pangs of hunger and equally intense pangs of love for the earth: they are as natural and definitive as sexual passion. The rain has just ended, and the world is burgeoning into a dark red sunset and sliver of moon. Sylvie joins me and we hold one another in this darkly bleeding light that has the pure clarity of childhood. “We’ve been reborn,” I say, “and we’ve gone crazy.” I kiss her forehead.
“I love this craziness,” she says.
“Krasna život! to the beauty of it.”
“God yes, krasna život!”
“What will it do for your art?’
“Good things, wonderful things. I’ll draw that rainstorm, then two women naked, laughing and fighting on the floor of a tent—except I’ll take out the tent. They’ll fight in the night sky. What will it do for your science?”
“Good things, too. Great warm-up. When I publish my research on Doñana, I’ll have to list you as co-author for your outstanding contributions. Too bad Jane Goodall didn’t have you along.”
We laugh so long and hard we nearly can’t stop. “Shush, we’re going to start having orgasms from laughter again.” Then we are silent and look only at one another. We are lovers and strangers, for she is the one who can make the world turn, rush, become a delirium. She can annihilate my mind until I am lost in a world of violent beauty. We no longer care what will happen to us: There’s the bliss of it.
We say little and are full of tenderness for one another as we prepare our dinner, then eat and drink wine over the fire, listening to the sounds of the night, somehow much softer now. Finally, the time seems right for me to tell Sylvie what she must know, what I hope will protect her. “Can we possibly have made love enough so that I can think in your presence? I’m not sure, but it’s worth a try,” I say. “This bed-time story is in fact a lecture I have never delivered entitled ‘Who We Are, Where We Come From, and Where We Are Going, Fast.’” Yes, her eyes are following mine with interest. “Don’t be surprised if the voice of the old professor takes over. I’ve taught students for so many years that I can’t express scientific ideas in a casual way anymore.
“To begin with, being lesbian, gay or bisexual is genetic, a part of normal human sexual variation. Since it is a complex behavior and undoubtedly involves several genes, we prove this through twin studies. In men, the prevalence of homosexuality has been compared between identical twins, fraternal twins and siblings. If a trait is genetic, identical twins will show it most frequently, fraternal twins somewhat less and siblings least. This is true of homosexuality, and it demonstrates the genetic basis even if we do not know the genes involved yet. The exact function is unknown, though it must be consistent with what we know of evolution. The possibilities are these: we know for a fact that bisexuality is the norm in the chimpanzee species closest to us genetically, so we have the genetic endowment from that source. Homosexuality or bisexuality can be (or have been) a means of reducing the destructiveness of male aggression since that is its main function in chimps. There are cross-cultural anthropological studies that show the presence of gay men reducing male aggression in many types of human society. It can also be (or have been) a population control device for prehuman groups that were small and arboreal. There is some evidence for this in studies of sibling gender and birth order in the families that have gay sons (i.e. the more sons, the greater probability that the youngest will be gay), as well as a mother’s age at her child’s inception in families that have lesbian daughters (i.e. the older the mother, the greater the probability of a lesbian daughter). 
“Less parsimoniously and more speculatively, it could be that evolution favors a certain number of individuals who do not reproduce and raise children because they spend their lives making unusual contributions to human civilization. There is some evidence for this. The original Kinsey data from the 1950s, for example, found that lesbianism was strongly correlated to higher I.Q., though there was no correlation in either direction for gay men. On the other hand, history is full of gay men who were clearly geniuses—Plato, Michelangelo, Leonardo Da Vinci, Shakespeare, Handel, Henry James, Alan Turing, etc. The list is endless, and some of the most brilliant periods of human civilization, such as that of the ancient Greeks, were primarily homosexual or bisexual. Gay people—male and female—are well represented among the people who have most influenced our civilization. I am most convinced by our genetic endowment from the chimps and the function of homosexuality as a male aggression control mechanism. As a scientist, I must conclude that the more speculative idea is fluff, but very interesting fluff, to say the least, and the jury is out on its relevance.
“What we do know scientifically concerns human sexuality and the characteristics of long-term human relationships. We know from very recent research by experimental psychologists that when we evaluate long-term gay relationships, male and female, we find that they compare favorably to those of heterosexual married couples. In heterosexual marriage, the political and economic dominance of men and the lower status of women are harmful to a continuous loving relationship, according to these researchers, and gay and lesbian couples, who are much more egalitarian, are well ahead on all indices of mental health.”
“That I can believe.”
“I found it very surprising, even shocking. We are from different generations, though. This study actually implies that the oppression American gay people receive from heterosexuals is less destructive than the oppression of heterosexual women by men. The authors of this research have even argued that the power and status differences in heterosexual marriage are not biologically determined and can be freely changed because of the example of gay couples. My favorite example is the long-term lesbian relationship between the anthropologists Margaret Meade and Ruth Benedict, both of whom I read when I was in high school. Meade said publicly that while she was bisexual, it was the ‘sweetness,’ gentleness and nurturing quality of her relationships with women that made her prefer women. It was probably the same for Ruth Benedict. The most famous anthropologist at Columbia University at the time, she was denied full professor status by her male colleagues.
“The other area in which we have actual scientific information concerns human sexuality: we know that men and women are radically different, to say the least, but not in the expected ways. Women without exception are bisexual whereas men are either gay or straight, never bisexual. The very recent research I am referring to, and it has been replicated, involves asking male and female subjects to describe their sexuality as gay, straight or bisexual, then presenting these subjects with film footage that is heterosexual or homosexual in content and measuring the actual changes in their genitals with in-place equipment. The researchers also asked these subjects to report how turned on they were by the visuals to determine how accurately they could discern and label their own sexual arousal. The results of this research’s last portion were unexpected and very fascinating.
“Men described their sexual arousal accurately if they originally labeled themselves as gay or straight, the clear majority. The men who labeled themselves as bisexual were in fact gay, according to the physical data. Women, on the other hand, described their sexual arousal accurately only if they labeled themselves bisexual or lesbian. Women who labeled themselves as straight, the majority, always described themselves as more turned on by heterosexual visuals than they were, and less turned on by lesbian and gay male visuals than they were. In other words, women are actually bisexual, with only the minority—lesbian and bisexual women—in the know.”
“I must say, I know plenty of women in Paris who don’t want to know about that research,” Sylvie says, laughing.
“And this in the international capital of love! In fact, nearly the whole world doesn’t want to know about it; but with a little courage and a lot of chutzpah, we will continue our quest for the truth. The truth is that the sexiest visual of all for straight-labeled men and women was film footage of an attractive nude woman doing calisthenics on a beach.”
Sylvie dissolves into helpless laughter. “So I do have something in common with men! Go on lecturing. This may be the most amazing bedtime story yet.”
“Well, after that one you gave me . . . I should add, since I am lecturing, that this recent research is superior to the famous (or notorious) research of the past; like Kinsey’s in the 1950s, which only interviewed people on a questionnaire, and Masters and Johnson in the 60s, who did use equipment to measure genitals, but mainly their own.
“Now then, where on earth does this sexuality—real and feigned—come from, and why haven’t we figured it out after some ten thousand years of civilization? We must look to the chimps again for the answer. As I told you when I met you, two chimp species are closest to us genetically of all animals: the bonobos, who are small and arboreal, and the more familiar chimp species, which is much larger and can live on the ground. The behavior of these two species could not be more different: they are virtually the reverse of one another.
“The bonobos are bisexual and more highly sexual generally. They are matriarchal, and high-ranking females resolve all disputes. With males and females similar in size, they are less hierarchical, more empathetic, and much less violent. There are other differences as well: they have larger brains and greater intelligence as well as more language facility. They walk upright more easily though, being arboreal, their feet look more like hands. The other chimp species, living partly on the ground, is patriarchal, heterosexual, extremely violent and hierarchical, the males much larger than the females. The males spend most of their time plotting how to increase their rank in the male chimp hierarchy, become violent when their status is challenged, and must be dominant over all females to remain in the group.”
“I must say, that behavior sounds awfully familiar. Not the violence necessarily, since it’s illegal, but all that power play and domineering. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything else from men.”
“Personally, I find that many men change over time. Right now, every man you meet starts courting you, which does not necessarily draw out the best. Most women and many older men are generally empathetic, responsible and little prone to violence. However, when we apply what we know about chimps to our human world, we find the unexpected at every turn.
“Since the human genome has been sequenced, we know that we share the affiliative portion of the genome, controlling much group behavior, with the bonobo, not the other chimp. We also know that the tendency to be liberal or conservative politically is genetic. Let’s think about that a bit. We know that we share nearly ninety-nine percent of our genetic endowment with these two chimp species, yet we are closer to the bonobo in group behavior. Of course, you would never know it from the world we live in: it is clearly patriarchal, heterosexual and prone to violence, not the reversed life of the bonobo that is matriarchal, bisexual and non-violent. What can be interfering with our strongest genetic predispositions? I think you’ve already seen one very considerable result in the sexuality research: most men know when they are and are not sexually aroused and most women do not. Obviously, women are conforming to patriarchal values rather than expressing or acknowledging their actual nature even to themselves.
“Since political liberalism and conservatism are also genetic, let’s think about them in terms of the chimp traits we are considering. I think the clearest examples of political conservatism exist in the U.S. and in the poorest parts of the world—Africa and the Islamic countries without oil revenue. Europe, Canada and New Zealand are probably the most liberal. Political conservatism, like the other chimp species, is less empathetic and more rigidly hierarchical. It supports the wealthy at the top of the hierarchy at the expense of the middle class and the disadvantaged, toward which it feels little or no empathy. Given the progress of science and technology, I have no doubt that human beings would have eliminated poverty and most preventable disease long ago, but for the influence of political conservatism. Mirroring the other chimp species but extant in the human world, political conservatism also defends patriarchal and heterosexual values. Conservatives make every effort to legislate or otherwise oppress a woman’s right to control the functioning of her own body as well as opposing gay civil rights, even protection from hate crime murder. Conservatism also refuses to allow its views to be questioned by science, even to the point of trying to prevent evolution from being taught in public schools. Men are more frequently conservative than women. If this is a genetic trait, its origin lies in the other chimp species.
“So, we can now define political liberalism in terms of chimp traits. Liberals are obviously less rigidly hierarchical and more empathetic. They support strong government programs to help the poor and disadvantaged as well as maintaining an accessible economic ladder into the middle and upper classes through universal education. They are much more likely to support equality for women and gay civil rights. They’re often called the ‘mommy party’ in the U.S. since they favor warfare, or group violence, less frequently. They also engage in far less violence of the personal, daily variety that may be quieter and subtler, manifesting itself as racism and xenophobia. Women are more often liberals. If this attitude is genetic, it displays our endowment from the bonobos, as does women’s sexuality.
“My greatest concern is that these two genetic predispositions are at war with one another in our time, which is one of worldwide crises such as global warming and nuclear proliferation, crises that cry out for the collective will to find solutions. I have been living in the U.S. for the last several decades, and I have seen the rise of political conservatism in union with evangelical churches as a truly horrifying anti-intellectual force that has succeeded in decimating responsible economic development as well as the national political discourse that might have led to our vanished collective will. It has even weakened the progress of science and technology when it is only they, united with economic enterprise and political accord, that can solve our problems. In fact, teaching in the U.S. for so many years made me feel as though I were living in a third-world country, as though the eighteenth-century Enlightenment vanished shortly after the drafting of the Constitution; whereas, in obvious contrast, the creation of the American constitution was a joint effort of intelligent and egalitarian collective political will that clearly shows all of the ideals of the Enlightenment. The end result, as we find today, is moral paralysis in the face of the greatest man-made threat to human life and nature that has ever arisen. The liberal element of our genetic endowment, with its non-violent resolution of conflict, is clearly . . .”
“Whoa, wait! Just you wait. Didn’t you once tell me that female bonobos resolved disputes with sex? Is that what you are advocating?”
“The bonobo research does strongly suggest that we can make love and therefore not war. I don’t know of research that examines whether highly violent, domineering cultures, countries and periods of history are more sexually repressive but my guess is yes, they are. There will be a strong positive correlation. I think this is one of the most striking differences between Europe today, which is relatively permissive sexually and reluctant to engage in warfare or militaristic resolution of conflict and, on the other hand, the U.S., which is the reverse—sexually repressive, war-like, and domineering. 
“However, I am also interested in empathy and non-violent conflict resolution, intellectual and emotional skills of the bonobos. With more of these, women and liberal men may have unusual abilities in business and politics, enterprises in which women still encounter much discrimination and political liberalism is weak or non-existent. In fact, I doubt whether politics and industry can ever be responsible and ethical enough to support a long-term or higher purposes without leading roles for women and liberal men. Of course, politics and business, utilizing the best scientific information available, are the only means we have of solving the problems now endangering human civilization and the planet. Cultures that subjugate women and exclude liberal men from power, refusing to use their skills—Africa and the Islamic countries—are the least developed and most consistently violent parts of the world. That’s no coincidence. You can begin to see this working in studies of the effectiveness of foreign aid to these countries. If the money is given to women, ninety-some percent will be reinvested in the family and community. If it is given to men, only thirty-some percent is reinvested in family and community.”
“Then you are a female supremacist, are you not?”
“Not really. At this moment in the evolution of civilization, greater power in the hands of one gender injures the other, true enough. But this is neither necessary nor inevitable: it is an artifact of the system designed by violent early patriarchy. Strangely enough, I suspect the U.S. is close to reversing gender roles in terms of opportunity. Girls now graduate from college more frequently than boys. The higher performance male students once displayed in math on national aptitude tests has disappeared. Women also now receive more Ph.Ds in the social and natural sciences than men. There is even research demonstrating that the reason women don’t earn more Ph.Ds than men in engineering and hard science is the result of their superior range of abilities and greater number of professional alternatives rather than inferior ability or interest. Of course, business and politics lag behind academics so we are still moving rapidly toward a global catastrophe.”
“OK, OK. Let me put it this way: why am I not living in a tree, looking for a lover—male or female—who looks like a bonobo chimpanzee? Why don’t I wish you were covered with fur?”
“I am certainly not saying that instinct trumps learning in all cases. The most dangerous parts of our chimp genetic endowment come into play when we encounter intractable problems in which we can’t seem to learn from experience: poverty and inequity; racism and xenophobia; sexism and homophobia; war, terrorism and nuclear proliferation; and environmental destruction. The intractability of problems like these shows the presence of old ape behavior that we have not discerned and understood clearly enough to change our ways and solve our problems.”
“OK, actually the question I really want answered is this: how can we possibly be living in the world we know, where women are still subjugated, where gay people lack civil liberties, where the texts of all major religious faiths encourage us to believe that women and gay people are morally inferior? You say we are closer to the bonobos, but how can that explain the world as it is?”
“I have no doubt that all of our political, social and cultural institutions, to varying degrees, oppress women and gay people while promoting patriarchy and heterosexuality. Those research results on sexuality show that something very powerful and inclusive has happened, not just to a minority but to all women and men. Not only has political conservatism tried to legislate against a woman’s right to control the functioning of her own body; it seems to have succeeded in wiping out most women’s ability to discern their own sexual feelings. If a woman’s sexuality is not what patriarchal values want it to be; then presto, the offending part of it is gone. I wanted you to be aware of this scientific research because all public discussion of these issues seems to float horribly in a diseased, bacterial sludge of fear, hysteria and anger in our time. It is virtually unmentionable in public today, and even the primatologists who describe bonobo research are prone to nervous giggling when they speak to lay audiences. I favor shining a sharp, bright light on the god-awful mess. In fact, I am writing a book on it.”
“I can tell from your voice that you think the situation is hopeless and it infuriates you.”
“Actually, I know that, my perceptive and beautiful companion, but I am surely compelled to attempt it, as would any bonobo matriarch.”
“I’m glad you finally said all of this. Now you can give yourself up to the sole pursuit of loving me and be otherwise incapable of thought.”
“Said like the queen of the bonobos. I will let you resolve all of our disputes. Have you noticed what great work we’ve been doing together for months now?”
“It’s curious about that, yes. Love with you makes me want to imagine and create.”
“You didn’t expect that in paradise?”
“No, the Eden version contradicts it. Adam and Eve wanted to be free of work.”
“Here’s a new myth, just for you: think of the real Eden as arboreal. It will give you some new insights whenever you look at a tree, whenever you feel at peace in a forest or even a park. We were once up in the trees among our ancestors, creatures somewhat like the bonobos, where fruit was plentiful and most predators down below. Gentle matriarchs decreed that sex was free and violence, nil. Under such circumstances, the population exploded. We had to conquer a new environment on the forest floor. That was ‘the Fall,’ the real one. Our violence increased as did our size; our empathy cooled. Males were largest and fought most of the battles, seizing power and becoming patriarchs in the process. We have known Paradise and the Fall, so why not Heaven and Hell? We have mastered nature sufficiently to protect and enhance life on our planet and need only master ourselves. We must lose that old ape behavior or understand it well enough to control its destructiveness. The umpire must be science, not sheer mass ignorance quoting scripture all the way to our doom. The future will be a Heaven of renewable energy in a clean and peaceful environment or a Hell of environmental catastrophe that destroys civilization.”
“You’re thinking about what you will say in your book again. Stay obsessed with my beauty.”
“No problem there.”
“Would you like to make love in a tree tonight?”
“How can I refuse the bonobo queen? Since we have made love on the grass in the middle of a thunderstorm, in a cold lake at dawn, and all night in the close company of rutting deer, I see no reason why not. However, perhaps I should draw the line at the certainty of falling out of a tree onto my head. No woman has ever compelled me to make love under such uncomfortable circumstances, so take that as a measure of your beauty, power and grace. Why don’t you shock me by wanting to make love in a tent?”
“It had better be a big strong tent!” She looks at me ferociously and laughs. 
In fact, we find the tent to be a most congenial and comfortable partner to a love more tender than any we have yet shared. We are still holding one another when we fall asleep.
I wake up with my lips still touching her ear. Her eyes are bright and restless from the moment they open: perfect for art. We smile and kiss, knowing that we are completely renewed for our work today. What will that be? I only know that it is my favorite daily mystery in Doñana.
The lake is cool and full of sparkling light, and I decide to spend the day here, sifting through my footage and data until I am in communion with my beasts, and again they tell me what I know and then all the living truth I still must learn. I am so immersed in my work that it has become the shape of my life. I smile at the shadow I cast, sensing that my work and its truth are real and my mind, the phantom hovering over. Egolessness is one of the many pleasures of the explorer and lover of nature.
Sylvie wants to drive the jeep all the way to the sand dunes and might even reach the shoreline. What will she see? Snakes making patterns like perpetually disappearing gusts of wind as they twine themselves over the sand, or wind making snake-like patterns that continually arch and then vanish into the sand? Nothing of this. She will conceive something utterly original, startling, perhaps shocking. She is unpredictability incarnate and for that and more, I love her. She can even annihilate the scientist in me, though fortunately it is never permanent.
It is late sunset when she returns, very silent and serious. Her work has obviously been arduous; I have never seen her look so exhausted. Immediately and without words, she lies down on her sleeping bag and hands me her sketchbook; I see that she spent her day doing many preparatory drawings followed by just a few that are final. It is a pattern she shows when she is wrestling with a creative problem that arouses strong emotions. Instantly, I see that she stopped in the region called the corral, where vegetation slowly fades away into sand dunes that can no longer support plant life. As I page through her unfinished work, I sense that she is attempting to envision identity within boundaries and perhaps the ultimate forms of life residing in nature’s edges and extremes.
The first completed drawing shows a tree that is nearly destroyed by sand and wind and yet, in its complex form, still clutches fiercely to life. Sand has replaced the soil and the dying tree rests on its side with all of its roots exposed to the wind. The roots, drawn in sharp and intricate profusion, twine themselves all over the tree in search of water and nutrients until they even reach up to the sky. The drawing seems to be the ultimate or archetypal form of the tree’s life cycle as it perishes with all the extraordinary force, paradoxically, of an intensely living thing. Its largest root curls convulsively upon itself and then reaches in a perfectly straight line up to the sky as though comprehending, in its form, that it must leave the life of the soil and hurl itself into the cosmic. As such, its shape is so unrecognizable that it could be an alien life form on another planet, yet it is a tree living as truly in nature as any other.
The drawing arouses pity and awe in me. The tree has a death-like gravity, like a spiritual quest that has cost all the energy of life, yet it reveals and embodies the violent and beautiful world we have found here together. I think of Katia again. In the great extremes of her life, did she articulate this explosive vision of life or did she stop short of it?
The answer lies in the second completed drawing. Going further into the dunes, Sylvie found the last dying tree before the land becomes purely sand. Its boughs and roots, helplessly seeking nurturance, have actually reached a point in which they fold over themselves into four knots, nearly forming a square, and then continue to grow so that a pattern forms above of intertwined figures dancing in apparent ecstasy. This powerful life force, resisting death, has left the concrete world entirely and entered the symbolic realm as passionate art. As a symbol, it suggests some of the most powerful human images of the spirit: a Hindu Shiva dancing in a circle of flames; the mudra of Buddha’s thumb and forefinger forming a circle; an American Indian Dreamcatcher. Life and death turn full circle and become eternity. The figures above that seem to burst out of the image are dancing in a passion that is immortal, perhaps angelic, yet at the very center of this world. Yes, Katia stopped well short of this.
I smile at Sylvie in amazement and can well understand her exhaustion. Her eyes search mine with intensity. She seeks my judgement, perhaps not yet understanding what she has achieved. “It’s as though you have discovered a spirituality in nature, even one that seems to touch upon religion,” I say. “You astonish me. This work is superlative. I don’t know if I am nearly done here, but you are. We will move on to Madrid and Barcelona soon.” Still exhausted, she raises her arms to me and then I sense what she needs. I lie down with her and cover her with my body.
“I want to sleep just like this,” she says, and her arms and legs embrace my body. Is she taking the form of her art? It is so unexpected and lovely to me that we do fall asleep in either the bliss of exhaustion or the exhaustion of bliss. When I wake up in the night, I sleepily take off my clothes. She has already done so. I remember only a shape, a push, a laugh and then, “lie on me again.” When I awaken in the dawn, my body still covers hers. I hear only a word, “now,” then a whisper, “make love to me now.” Her entire body is embracing mine, and some unknown time later, her back is arching and she is climaxing again and again. I no longer know how it happens. It is like a continuation of sleep, perfectly instinctual. Our minds are asleep and our bodies, intensely awake and alive, rising and falling, over and under and into each other, a rhythm of our own.
Then we awaken together. “I think I could spend the rest of my life like this,” I say.
“I could, too. Do you think we will actually be able to leave this park? Maybe we will just stay here, making love.”
“We would join the company of the great eccentric Doñana women if we did that.” Our laughter completely wakes us up. Then we are half sitting up, resting on our elbows.
“I just thought of something even funnier. We are actually tourists of Spain. Has that fact even entered your mind?”
“No, good-god, no. No flamenco, no bullfighting, no Velasquez, El Greco, Picasso.”
“We are in another reality.”
“No, that makes it sound strange. We are . . . our story is . . . about the women, the animals, the land, in Spain. That story has never been told, so it seems like another world. But, it is not. It is a story that has not been told, one worth telling.” We are now fully awake, pensive.
“What would Katia say to that? You never talk of her now.” She smiles mischievously at me.
“And, you know very well why I don’t talk about her. After she died, I knew what she would say all the time. Now, I must think even to remember. She would say . . . well, she was a provocatrice. She would throw down the gauntlet in anything she said. So then, of our story . . . about the women, the animals, and the land . . . she would say that we are rewriting The Sun Also Rises.”
“Really? So, she would think of it as a challenge, that it should be rewritten by women?”
“It is a challenge.”
“But should that novel be rewritten?”
“Actually, Katia loved Hemingway’s writing. She read everything but Death in the
Afternoon and The Green Hills of Africa for the obvious reason—she also loved animals. I seem to recall that she much preferred the short stories, thought the women in the novels were infantile and unreal except for The Sun Also Rises. She said that the primary female character was based on a woman Hemingway knew, and he wrote the book just after a frustrating encounter between them in Pamplona. Now I can almost hear Katia in my head; she still is one of my oldest, strangest and wisest voices. She would say that the important thing to understand, the challenge, is that all of those ‘unhurried sensations’ making up his work, that directness and simplicity of feeling that passes easily to so many readers, depends on the repression of other stories, on implicitly declaring them irrelevant. So yes, his novel must be rewritten by our story . . . of the women, the animals, and the land.”
We are silent for a long time, holding hands. Finally Sylvie says, “I’m sorry that I seemed to make light of what you told me night before last. That research on sexuality is appalling. It is not exactly a luxury to know when you are having sexual feelings, and I am truly appalled that men have a clear sense of it and so many women apparently do not. It’s infuriating. I can see why you want to write about it and I can understand why you told me. What’s going on there: are women lying, or do they really not know what they’re feeling?”
“That’s impossible to say without more research. A few women are probably lying, but it’s hard to see what could be threatening about admitting the truth anonymously. Their names would never appear in the research, so why fear telling the researcher?”
“So it really is some kind of brainwashing?”
“Most likely yes, carried out knowingly or obliviously by all of our institutions—from the family to the public schools to marriage, industry and the professions, to the ballot box. You name it. But more than anything else, I think it is the influence of the church. If any one institution is the root cause, it is thousands of years of religious history and oppression all over the planet. Obviously, the brainwashing did not work in your case, and it often does not. I was not afraid for you in that sense. I wanted you to know all of this because, at least in the States, the brainwashed and delusional follow you around and try to convince you of their moral superiority, and then destroy your civil rights. You feel as though you’re in one of those films where a crowd of zombies is after you. They make a lot of zombie films in the States.”
Sylvie throws back her head, laughing. “Oh yes,” she finally says, “I do recognize that. It happened to me when I was very young in Argentina. It did give me the creeps.” Then she is silent, thinking. “Is there any other way to interpret that research? Maybe sexuality is more complex, something that isn’t limited to genitals for women. Why can’t it be simple excitement, involving the brain and the entire body? And, what would you say to a woman who thinks her love is spiritual or a woman who insists that her lover must actually be present for her to respond?”
“Those are good questions! Many valid arguments can be made that sexual arousal is more complex, and involves more contexts and bodily systems, than what the researchers measured. Brain scans would begin to refine the results. But, whatever your theory or whatever precedes the arousal, the end result must involve the genitals or it’s really some other kind of arousal. Too, any theory must actually explain the data: why were straight-labeled women less turned on by heterosexual visuals and more turned on by gay visuals than they said they were? Why did men respond in the opposite way? The results are very specific, you see, and they clearly show a disconnect for women unless they conceive of themselves as bisexual or lesbian. 
“Even the researchers were not able to explain the data, in my opinion. Their speculation was that evolution may have favored a constant diffuse sexuality in women since they are always vulnerable to heterosexual rape and might suffer greater injury if their bodies were not partially responsive. Intriguingly enough, behavior like this has been observed in bonobos. But for women, why would this threat result in bisexuality rather than heterosexuality? The reverse should be true. Again, the specific results are impossible to explain if most women are not falsifying or blocking their own self-awareness.”
“What does bonobo sex look like?”
“It’s missionary position for both straight and gay sex, unlike the other chimps whose sex is ventral-dorsal or dog-style. Bonobos have plenty of sex—many times a day, whenever a dispute might arise, like when food is being divided among group members. They have a very short orgasm—just a few seconds—and they may have sex in groups, even involving children. When two adults are mating, a child might get into the act by rubbing itself on the female’s thigh, for example.”
“Not much like our sex, then . . . oh no, I just thought of something that explodes your theory! Children get involved! Do you see what that means? If bonobo sex is a biological basis for our sex, then it must also provide the same basis for pedophilia. Surely you don’t agree with that?”
“No, I don’t. There is nothing like human pedophilia among bonobos. Sexual participation is voluntary for children; it is never traumatic or coerced by an adult. Human pedophilia is a coerced, traumatically learned behavior with no instinctual basis. The best and most recent scientific work on pedophilia shows that it is the result of traumatic, irreversible learning in childhood. All pedophiles were themselves sexually abused as children. Men become sexual predators as a result, raping children throughout most of their life span, and these children, if male, become predators. Women who were sexually abused as children show a more complex response: they are likely to marry a pedophile, and they rarely become sexual predators. 
“The scientists who studied pedophilia have also demonstrated that sexual abuse causes huge amounts of stress hormones to be released in the body, damaging the brain and resulting in some memory dysfunction, though fortunately overall intelligence is not affected. It is virtually identical to post traumatic stress syndrome, the recurrent hallucinations of soldiers who have seen constant violence in warfare. Sexual abuse from pedophiles is therefore among the most horrifying acts ever carried out by human beings, causing great physical and psychological damage, fully equal to the constant presence of death and the sight of people blown to pieces in warfare. 
“Male pedophiles who rape male children are therefore not gay. Gay and bisexual behavior is genetic whereas pedophilia is the result of traumatic learning. Though pedophiles are not fully responsible for their behavior, having suffered the same abuse they will later inflict, it is necessary that we incarcerate or otherwise restrain them. They cause great trauma and damage to the vulnerable and can even be responsible for virtual epidemics of pedophilia in certain countries or regions. Homosexuals and bisexuals as such can never be considered criminal; they are part of normal human sexual variation, and they cannot injure their partners any more than heterosexuals can. Science is clear and definitive on the difference between pedophilia and homosexuality, and science should always be the umpire on matters of sexuality, especially those involving the legal system. In the States, these issues are explosive, and political conservatives define both pedophilia and homosexuality as criminal, perverse, and deserving of punishment by the justice system.”
“Another question for the professor: I have an odd feeling that your arguments imply we cannot solve crises like global warming without sexual liberation. Are you really saying that?”
“I am saying that certain instinctual behaviors occur together in a cluster for both humans and bonobos. Sexual liberation has a way of defusing violence and resolving conflict, enhancing natural union or collective will in the process. But, we don’t follow all of our instincts, obviously; we have science and human rationality to help us make the sharp distinctions necessary to solve complex problems. Our greatest challenge is that we are not using science and reason to solve universal problems like global warming; they have been overwhelmed by religious dogma united with political conservatism.”
“Last questions: are your arguments truly scientific? Has all of this been ‘proven’? For that matter, do you really place so much faith in science?”
“The answer is no to all, oddly enough. Science is like the old adage about women’s work that is never done. It will always be updated, refined and revised. I’m just giving you the best of what we know to date. Too, science can be manipulated politically like any other part of our culture. Still, it’s the least biased and most insightful information we now have in approaching political problems. The sexuality research and the work on bonobo and chimp behavior are both rock-solid science. I am speculating as to the relationship it may have to political conservatism and liberalism, though primatologists speculate in this way freely and talk about parallel developments in the human and chimp worlds often. Too, I am over-generalizing in many of my ideas. Undoubtedly, there are parts of Africa and the Islamic countries, for example, that should be seen more favorably than I have depicted them. I have many theoretical details still to work out.”
Sylvie smiles and kisses me. “If you have the proper recreation . . .” I can only reciprocate. How irresistibly lovely is our conflict resolution. It is pure poetic justice for the challenges of my work to be relieved just as the bonobos would do it. What need have we for divine justice?
It is still early when we finish our breakfast and begin to work. Sylvie is taking the jeep again today, so I have no idea where she will be. I am spending the day comparing my data from all but one of my cameras, the latter still somewhere on the banks of Lake Dulce. As the afternoon wears on, I see proof after proof of what I came to learn: Doñana is dying. It is only spring, but many parts of the preserve are as parched as they will be in late summer, when the marshes and even the lakes dry up, and the most brutal struggle for survival occurs. Other areas have only held onto life through flooding caused by unusually tempestuous weather, the first stage of global warming. All of the animals we find here have been given a death sentence—unless humans can summon the political will to stop polluting and pillaging the earth.
I feel terribly disturbed and almost despairing throughout the afternoon, when suddenly I come upon you, a dancing magician impeccable in black and white: the avocet. You are the creature whose combination of precision and elegance is greatest of all. Physicists believe that these qualities are intrinsic to the universe, and if so, you are Doñana’s cosmologist. Your color is simplest and most classical: dazzling white with a very sharp and angular black hat and cape of feathers. Your exceptionally long, slender black beak tips upward at its end like a Chinese roof. Your legs are so long and slender that you can only walk in a sinuously swaying pattern that is nature’s ballet. You are a living thing that is the most ideal embodiment of Oriental art. I might have begun to cry if I hadn’t found you, but you have given me hope perfectly allied with desire: If I can share the earth with one such as you, I will fight for your life with all the energy I have left. The afternoon passes, and I feel peace with echoes of a quiet storm.
Sylvie returns early, and we spend an hour bathing and then just lying together, touching. I sense we have both seen something terrible today; and so, like wind chimes in the air, we are again stirred by the same wordless phenomenon, as though sharing the same thoughts. Finally, I look at what she has drawn today. Clearly, she has been in parts of Doñana that are dying in summer’s torrid phase, though it is still spring, formerly the time of greatest growth and abundance. Throughout her drawings, I see stronger life ravening the weaker and death at its most frantic pace. 
One drawing shows several birds of prey that have gathered together on the ground. A black and a griffin vulture as well as a magpie are eating the same carrion, something that should never happen in the spring. The composition is dramatic and ominous, like a meeting of MacBeth’s three witches as rendered by nature. The black vulture is the eldest sister; largest, its wings are so upraised and rounded that they form a deadly black cape that can effortlessly surround its prey. About its neck is a violent ruffling of feathers that suggests the high collar of royalty. I have often seen its powerful head, similar to that of the Imperial Eagle, at the tops of totems designed by Northwest Indian tribes. This fierce head severely contrasts black and white color in a design of demonic beauty: thick black lines surround its huge red eyes like an Egyptian god, and a black stripe curves down its predatory beak. All else is electric white.
Smaller and less dramatic, the griffin vulture is the younger sister. Its color is limited to shades of gray, and its small beady eyes sit in a head of no beauty at all. Its compressed wings also form a powerful cape that can close over its prey. Both vultures display the fierce ruffling of feathers that characterize almost all birds of prey: Never sleek or elegant like other birds, the very texture and force of deathly struggle seems to cover the entire surface of their bodies, as though they were baptized in fiery chaos.
In sharp contrast, the magpie is much smaller, the size of a nestling. One would never guess that it, too, is a bird of prey. Its brilliantly black and white symmetrical color combination and sleek form do not show the chaotic ugliness of the vultures. Yet as the bird lands, you can see the characteristic compressing of wings and tail into a cape and, like a vulture, the whole body can fall vertically, covering its prey while the beak pierces flesh. This dramatic caped ensemble signifies the destruction of life’s beautiful unities into dead, blind elements. Carrion is the result, shapeless black pieces of flesh strewn haphazardly over the ground.
In another composition, two poisonous vipers hang down from the branches of a cork oak tree. They do this to cool themselves in the torrid heat of late summer, another ominous sign in the spring. Their bodies display a simple color harmony of black symmetrical patterns on brown, scaly skin, similar to designs on American Indian beadwork. There is an eerie, primeval horror to this scene that disturbs me. The ground below the tree shows nothing but undulating layers of sand left by the wind and the approach of the snakes. The tree should be an aviary or a source of protection for mammals in the spring, and plant life should be abundant. Yet the parching heat of a summer interrupting the spring has so destroyed this environment that only death thrives here. Hence poisonous snakes hang indolently from the boughs, pregnant with death’s abundance. It is a fitting ideogram for the numbers I have seen today.
We have been silent so long that words seem strange to me, yet I must try to explain the horrible thing that has silenced us. “Life is being destroyed in many parts of Doñana now,” I say. “The spring life cycle has been truncated by chaotic weather, and the summer drought has come early. You will literally be unable to draw anything but death in many parts of the preserve. We’re lucky to have seen as much wildlife as we have. I can get the last of my equipment tomorrow on Lake Dulce. A spring flood has left plenty of water there, so the wildlife will still be thriving. Why don’t we go on to Madrid and Barcelona after that?”
Sylvie sighs and holds her head in her hands. “I’ve spent half the day feeling nauseous. Thanks for letting me know what’s going on here. Yes, let’s leave as soon as we can.”
We eat our dinner in the most prolonged silence that has ever passed between us. We both sense that the world we have found here is dying. Under a clear, star-lit sky and a crescent moon, we make love in the death that surrounds us. It is another long, enveloping night when we can’t stop loving until exhaustion overtakes us. The close presence of death brutally clarifies the world and like all animals, we can only resist death with sexual love.
The following day, our last in Doñana, we move on to Lake Dulce, since it still has water and the greatest variety of birds, rich fodder for both art and science. It is so early in the morning that we drive through the still, perfect darkness just preceding first light, then we set up our camp on the riverbank, which is enclosed in a dense morning mist and spanned by a multitude of invisible birds’ raucous cries. The sounds seem to be revolving through the sky in arcs as these unseen birds wheel around us. As we eat our breakfast, the black sky shrieks with their calls, and their size seems to grow and become monstrous as the volume of sound increases. We silently wait for the dawn as though in prayer. We could be primeval, mythic beings summoning the earth’s radiance and bounty to resist darkness full of demons. Then, in the dawning light, the mist rises and we see the demons transformed into processions of grave, stately birds at the far side of the lake: heron, spoonbill, grebe, purple gallinule. When the light is clear and bright, I sit by the riverbank, alternating between watching the birds and looking at film footage from the sensors and cameras I placed here a month ago. Sylvie wanders around the lake with her sketchbook.
My film footage shows so many wonders of the earth and air that I am continually surprised. The first image sequence is a rare buzzard family nesting on the ground. These birds generally nest in cork oak trees, but this family is probably on the ground for its proximity to abundant prey. The mother’s warrior-like head wears the raiment of a winter morning: dull, lightless beige and brown color tones. Her hugely round, cavernous eyes rest in shadows cast by great brow ridges, and her fierce visage ends abruptly in a powerful, curved beak, short but lethal. At her breast is one of nature’s wonderful contradictions: two chicks that seem to be the softest, gentlest young in creation, covered with white down at once so full and delicate that their shapes can’t be discerned. From these impossibly soft palpitations of white fluff will emerge some of Doñana’s most rapacious carnivores and carrion-eaters, as though this predatory species were nurturing its last vestige of innocence.
In the gleam of many animal eyes, morning becomes afternoon and then evening as I remain immersed in the endless story of bird lives that my equipment holds. From time to time, I wonder what Sylvie will find in our last feast of nature. Sometime close to sunset, I feel a distinct longing for her and she is suddenly beside me. “I missed you,” she says, kissing me. “Everything was calling to me, but I wanted to be back here with you.” I can only smile: we are sharing the same thoughts again. This happens so often between women.
As I look at her sketchpad, I see that she has been able to create clear renderings of several very swift birds that are difficult to find. Two appear in one of her compositions, probably as a contrast. Here is the nightjar’s protective coloration as it fades into the browns of summer’s dying scrublands. You could mistake it for a stick, a bit of dead scrub, or bark on a tree. This is the reason it is one of the least known of birds, but Sylvie’s sharp eye has captured it. Beside it, in trumpeting color, is the multi-colored bee-eater. This bird is a harlequin of brilliant motley colors that entertain and invite the eye to play. Vivid green paints the breast, tail and crown of the head. Bright yellow daubs the throat and drops a stripe on the back. Warm reddish-brown splashes over the top of the head, neck and portions of the wing. The bird is a fabulous darting, whirling harmony of color, the work of an artist at play or a fashion designer. Yet you are seized and held by the bird’s dark orange eyes that glow like long-burning coals.
As we prepare our dinner and eat, it seems to me that this day has passed too quickly. We have been too happy chasing our beautiful beasts. Perhaps we have loved the world too much. Is a reckoning imminent? The earth does not return a romantic’s love. Sylvie sits silently and watches me with her intent dark eyes, and I feel a burning emotion or question radiating from her, though that may simply be the effect of her beauty that is always striking and never still.
When we have finished eating and are drinking wine over our campfire, she suddenly says, “When we leave Spain, come with me to Paris. Live with me. Be my lover. I don’t want to leave you. Ever.” I am shocked, as though I had fallen into frigid water. A pure chaos: the wildest, most intense pleasure plays my heart like a musical instrument. How I would love to be young and live my life over again as her lover in Paris! But I am no immortal, no goddess. I always thought she would know I am much too old to offer her a long-term relationship. The tears are already falling from my eyes.
“Sylvie, I don’t know how I can do that.”
She looks at me in shock. “Why not?” Her eyes are suddenly as full of tears as mine. To my continuing astonishment, I see that they are angry tears and she is enraged with me. I reach out to hold her, but she pushes me away.
“Sylvie, it’s only that I know you can’t really want this. Not with me, at my age. You want a lover who is young, with whom you can spend your life.” Now she is trembling.
“I want . . . ?” I reach to touch her but she punches my shoulder. “Why did you say you loved me when you only wanted . . . what? a whore for the summer?” Her face betrays astonishment, and I can tell that she has never said that word aloud before.
“I said I love you because I do, but this has nothing to do with love. Sylvie, if I were your age, nothing could stop me from going to Paris with you!” I am almost shouting now. “It would be one of the most important turning points of my life! When you do go back to Paris, it will be a little like dying for me. I’ll be haunted by you. I felt this when Katia died, too. But nothing can change the age difference between us.” Now she lets me take her hands, and her face is suddenly animated, as though she sees another direction to this.
“No, you don’t understand. I never even think about your age. I love your body—it’s as slender and muscular as mine, and your face . . . you must know that I love nothing but character in a face. Young faces bore me. I do want you! I’ve been attracted to you since I was a girl. I remember watching you with Katia and thinking that she was very striking but dangerously moody. Even a girl could see it. You were the kind one, the gentle one she leaned on without knowing it. I always loved you. You don’t need to feel that you’re too old for me . . .”
“I know that, Sylvie. I do understand,” though what she has said astonishes me. Still, I must persist. “But nothing can turn back the clock. We have a kind of perfection here. It’s magical. I do feel like a young woman here with you. But I’m not. You simply can’t have a long-term relationship with a woman of my age, even if you think you want it now.”
She withdraws from me again. I can see nothing but her bent head and back. We are silent for much too long a time. I have failed: she still does not really understand. She picks up my camera and turns it about in her hands as though it were an enigma. Suddenly, she jumps to her feet and hurls it into the water. Then she turns on me like a mad animal. “A man would never do this to me! A man would have the nerve to live with me! So you might get hurt. I might, too. A man would take the risk!”
There is now so much to explain that I hardly know where to begin. “A man probably would go to Paris with you. It is almost irresistible, and it is also the most painful thing in the world to know that you can only live once. But you have to understand what that would mean for you. A man of my age, who has been your lover as I have, would try to manipulate you into staying with him. He’d begin on your ego, do everything to make you question yourself and seek his approval, then make you dependent on him. He would do his best to destroy your self-worth, your freedom, and even your art might not survive. He would give you the most destructive relationship of your life. It goes without saying that he’d try to get you all-too-accustomed to spending his money and to hate living without it. Have I said enough? Do you see the pattern?”
She yells, “Damn it to hell, yes!” She turns away from me and runs to the lake, takes off her clothes quickly and dives in. I intensely want to join her, but I am devastated by the thought that we first made love in a lake. I must leave her alone now. She will not let me comfort her. She will swim until she has regained control of herself or is exhausted. In a half-hour or so, the camera flies out of the water and crashes onto the shore. I pick it up and examine it. Of course, it is completely ruined, its secrets lost—not the first one, and I smile ruefully, to be destroyed by the wildlife.
It is dark when she finally comes out of the water, dresses and sits by the campfire close beside me. I touch her carefully and then, finding her receptive, I hold her in my arms. “I’m sorry about the camera,” she says in a faint voice. I can only smile: she does not sound sorry at all. But, I now know something about her I would never have guessed: no one has ever rejected her before. Her beauty has protected her from that. Of course, I have not really rejected her, only acknowledged that she must leave me.
Suddenly, she pins my arms behind my back and makes love to me very aggressively. At first, her passion is one that also wants to hurt me, like pornography, but it changes into very gentle love that begins the slow process of leave-taking. We will make love like this in Madrid and Barcelona until we can finally leave one another. 
Before we fall asleep, I say, “I never meant to imply that I would leave you. I do believe that you will need to leave me and it will happen very soon. But, if it hasn’t happened after Madrid and Barcelona, and you still want me to live with you in Paris, I will do that.” She closes her eyes slowly and smiles with the sweetness of a Cambodian Buddha, then holds my face in her hands, caressing and kissing all parts of my face again and again. How on earth will I ever give up this lovely girl?
“If you think you’re old now, what an old bat you’ll be before I’m done with you,” she says. “I am going to surprise you.”
“You have either surprised or shocked me on every day of this trip,” I say. We fall asleep immediately, exhausted by our emotions.



 
IN THE BRILLIANT, telling sunlight of the following day, we are standing on opposite sides of the jeep, each watching the other. We have had breakfast and finished our packing, and all of our gear is piled in the back of the jeep. We are ready to leave Doñana, a moment I have feared but accepted. I know that ultimately she will not want to live with me in Paris, but she does not know it yet. Still, I am so astonished by the outrageousness, the pure wildness, even the insane magnificence of our love here that I know I will never regret it. “We broke every rule in the book,” I say.
“That we did,” she says. “I can’t think of another one to break.” 
Suddenly we both reach over the hood of the jeep and hold hands. Tears are falling down my face and then hers as well. “You’re the only lover I haven’t terrified a bit,” she says.
“I can certainly see how you would terrify your lovers,” I say and we laugh through our tears. I do not say: you will terrify them less and less as the years pass, and one day you will realize how much you miss terrifying them. Our faces are wet with tears. One of the many things I love about women is that you can cry together and still be strangely happy.
“I love you. Helplessly,” she says.
“I love you hopelessly,” I answer. Then we are beyond tears and laughter.
“OK, let’s do it,” she says. “Barcelona, Madrid. Even Paris, if I can get you to believe it exists.” I am grateful that I don’t need to end this moment. We will begin to grow apart as soon as we enter this jeep, even before Doñana is behind us.
Our hands break apart. We get into the jeep and drive away. 
 
Krasna život.



 
III
The Middle
Secrets and Symmetry



 
IT’S THAT LIGHT, Ruth was thinking as she drove, the soft white light of southern Spain that seems to exist as waves, oceans of white washing over you. The heat is part of it—we’re just past the first of June. It must be over a hundred degrees. The inevitable sense of being overwhelmed, becoming white wave-like ephemera, the world scaled almost to zero. I remember the bright white light of San Francisco: what a contrast. It was sparkling, cool and brisk, a perfect city to work in, to create durable, utilitarian things used for good purposes. Eternal Spring, it roused you to change your life like a musical refrain. This light is the reverse, utter passivity, pure being. How we need both. White will be the last color I see when I die.
You could not paint it other than in broad white strokes; Sylvie was thinking, an entire canvas of red and black and those thick white strokes across the center. If any landscape or human figure is necessary, it must be no more than an outline, a fast brush stroke over the canvas in a single thin line of gray paint. As a conceptual painting of Spain—here, now—this idea intrigues me.
They passed two riders on horseback followed by a faint, tiny foal with glassy eyes. They smiled in pleasure at the foal’s diminutive sweetness. “One of the horses must be a mare, its mother,” Ruth said. “It looks no more than a week old. It will follow its mother anywhere.”
“It’s adorable,” said Sylvie. How I would love to kiss that funny, rumpled new fur, she thought.
They had just decided to drive to Barcelona before Madrid, visit a few cities along the way—Seville, Granada, Ronda and whatever else took them—then head up the Costa del Sol. They were in agreement that they needed a rest and nothing should hurry them. “Are we tourists yet?” Sylvie asked.
“Not yet,” said Ruth with a smile. “We’re still in the thrall of art. Your head must be completely empty. We may never be tourists again as long as we live.” A red tractor with a huge shovel and a laughing young man at the wheel passed them. The shovel held a laughing young woman. I wonder how that happened, they thought with a smile.
“I haven’t told you yet where we’re staying in Barcelona,” Ruth said with sudden energy. “We’ll be at the home of one of Katia’s feminist friends, an internationally known artist named Monserrat Mistral. She is of my generation, though you might know her work. Katia said it was an amazing house, one of those early twentieth century Modernist mansions that so distinguish Barcelona from other Spanish cities. The architect was not Gaudi, but someone else in the Modernist movement. Monserrat’s family was solidly placed in the wealthy industrialist class of Spain for decades: her father made his fortune in construction and development. Katia said that the family fractured politically during the Spanish Civil War. The father was pro-Franco, of course, but her brother and two sisters joined the anarchist and socialist movements and fought in the resistance. They were killed when Franco’s forces took Barcelona. 
“Monserrat was born as a late, last child after the war, a tragic attempt by her parents to regain a family. She was finally the sole heir to the estate and business, which is still generating a fortune in construction on the Costa del Sol. So, she decided to devote the greater part of the family fortune to Spain’s still-nascent feminist movement. The house provides a meeting place for women in every profession, afternoon and evening, every day. Women professors, journalists, media professionals—you name it—all meet there. A bunch of artists have their studios there. Mujeres Libres, a contemporary version of the old Spanish Civil War anarchist group, meets there, too. Even the Spanish prostitutes union meets there. It will probably turn into a fiesta atmosphere this month leading up to Gay Pride Day. Monserrat is a gay woman, though her partner of forty years died recently. I’ve never met her, but she wrote a very sensitive, heartfelt condolence letter to me after Katia’s death and invited me to stay with her when I traveled to Europe again. It must be a very exciting place, to say the least.”
Aha, thought Sylvie. That’s why you think I’ll leave you so soon. We’ll be surrounded by so many fascinating women that I’ll throw you over the first night, and you will have your consolation with Monserrat beside you. But what if I surprise you? Maybe I’ll just fuck you to death there instead. Imagine how happily you’ll expire: in that famous, one-of-a kind feminist mansion. What a noble end and what a scandal, too. Surely some woman should die during orgasm in such a place. Sylvie laughed aloud, reached over and squeezed Ruth’s thigh.
Even the idea of the place excites her, Ruth thought. She’ll want to paint every woman there. And in a short time, she’ll meet a woman she can’t resist. I’d love to see her drop all her brushes and paint tubes on the floor when that moment comes. Now Ruth was laughing, too.
I wonder if she’s thinking about dumping me right now, Sylvie thought. Bet she is. Plunk Sylvie down in the living room and she’ll go a-whoring on the spot. They looked at one another with broad smiles on their faces as though each knew a secret about the other, a curious new habit that had come over them since leaving Doñana.
We’re so far apart, I may never have another serious conversation with her, Ruth thought.
You dear old fucker, Sylvie thought. What are you really up to, anyway?
Then each relinquished the other and gave in completely to the heat and light. All around them were dark green olive groves ripening in the heat. The heat and light seemed to quiver in the air, as though invisible phantoms were rushing past them. Moisture glinted from the dark green leaves of the olive trees and above them, the umber shadows of the Sierra Nevada mountains rose up, pale as a watercolor sketch.
But then, Sylvie thought, it is all recreated in a single alchemical moment of the mind: it is the complete stillness of delight; it is a tincture of magic and musk; it’s the Spanish cytinus flower’s yellow petals opening into a spray of suns; it’s a woman loosely wrapped in green and blue with earthen streaks who can devastate you with her simple presence. Never mistake her power. Any or all of these may comprise my next painting—here, now—of Spain.
Why didn’t I love it until this moment? Ruth thought. Why have I been so foolishly distracted?
No words, no images at all now, Sylvie thought. It’s baking me into a hot knot of pleasure, its own design. Why aspire? Why even move my arm to paint? Maybe I’ll give it all up—after fucking Ruth to death, of course. She so deserves to die in my arms in beautiful Spain.



 
THEY ENTERED SEVILLE in mid-afternoon, driving first along a wide avenue lined by mansions on huge estates filled with palm trees and jacarandas casting trails of purple petals over endless lawns, all exuding the smell of orange blossoms. I can see why it has the reputation of being Spain’s most beautiful city, Ruth thought. The heat seems to make luxury and history bloom as one, a unique charm. Again, the heat is part of all thought and sensation. You are moving yet part of a flaming still point that is Spain of previous centuries.
Overcooked exotica, Sylvie thought. A nude woman covered with those wet purple flowers, a furry marsupial with sleepy eyes hanging from a palm tree, a jungle full of moisture and fire. No, the marsupial and jungle are South American, not Spanish, and moisture can’t coexist with fire. The heat and scenery are putting me to sleep. I am in a waking dream, she thought, and gently punched Ruth on the arm. Ruth gently punched her back. “Good,” said Sylvie. “I had almost fallen asleep. All that luxury is facile beauty, and this city is too hot for me.”
“We’ll go straight to the old city. Thick stones stay cool longer,” Ruth said. Soon they were passing tall baroque buildings built in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries on narrow circuitous streets dusted by golden late afternoon light. Ruth parked and said, “We walk from here. You can’t see it in a car.” Sylvie suddenly grabbed Ruth and kissed her slowly and passionately, as though they had all the time they wanted for love on a hot summer day. Ruth could not resist cupping Sylvie’s breasts in her hands.
“Now I’m waking up,” Sylvie said, smiling.
“But we’re no longer in a forest,” Ruth answered. “Look.” Four men were pressed to the car, their faces against the windows. Ruth and Sylvie quickly got out of the car and elbowed their way through the crowd. Hearing whistles and catcalls, Sylvie thought, eat your hearts out, assholes!
In a short time, they found themselves in a winding city of ochre stones and narrow alleyways with orange trees and buildings trimmed with iron latticework, all seeming to pulsate and glow in the soft orange light. It was only slightly cooler. Their pace quickened as a curious thought came to both of them: that they were part of an enigma, and it was unfolding as streets before them, perhaps ultimately leading to the unknown heart of an ancient, sensuous Spanish city. The streets were filled, too, with hungry male eyes that always rested, lingeringly, on Sylvie. So distracting, Sylvie thought. Without them, I would be generating ideas and images like a fountain. Ruth thought, it will be like this for her in every big city. The fishing villages on the coast were much less intrusive.
They stopped in front of a chapel that intrigued them for reasons they could not fathom, perhaps a hint of the bizarre. “Let’s have a look,” Ruth said, and they walked in together. Their sight could hardly take in all the statues of virgins, cherubs, angels, crosses, horns, scrolls, pennants, heavenly circling clouds; all winged, robed, and haloed; cheek by jowl but for space covered with religious paintings; altogether barely allowing pews. “I believe we’ve been saved,” said Ruth. “It must be salvation. What more could they stuff in here?” They sat in a pew.
“How absurd to just pile together all this stuff,” Sylvie said. “There is literally not an inch without religious symbols.” Here’s my surrealist painting, she thought. I will cover every inch of the canvas with cherubs, virgins, crosses, etc., all this religious paraphernalia, but alter the viewer’s distance perception several times so that there are large figures seemingly close to you and also more distant, smaller ones tilted at different angles. It will feel as though many dimensions are crushing themselves together as they rush to envelope you in not art but religious symbolism. My title will be “Heaven.” Maybe Spaniards need piles of religious symbols to restrain themselves, she thought.
“I almost feel like hiding here rather than being followed by all those male stares,” Sylvie said.
“We can’t have you remembering this as Seville!” Ruth said. “Let’s go get lost in quaint baroque chaos on the streets instead. At some point, it will become too complicated for them to follow us.”
They quickly walked along a street chosen at random and discovered, three streets and a corner later, that it opened upon a dimly lit ancient square. The sky was full of orange and red streaks of color, yet the light mysteriously did not penetrate this square, as though it held a secret that could repel nature. Strange, they both thought. They retraced their last steps and followed another random street only to find, four streets and two corners later, that it opened upon a lovely old fountain, pouring streams of golden water in the light. I sensed it was an enigma, Ruth thought. “This seems to be arranged as a baroque game,” Sylvie said.
“Delightful,” Ruth said. “Let’s keep playing.” After retracing their last steps, they picked another street at random and found, two streets and a corner later, that it opened upon a miniature park with benches, gardens and a pool of water burnished golden red in the light of sunset.
“It does seem to be a game,” Ruth said, “as though we were being entertained by the stones.” To Sylvie, the buildings seemed to be crowding together to watch them. “On with the game,” Ruth said with a smile. They retraced their steps and followed a random street; then, four streets later, they found that it ended in an enclosed space with a statue of a robed male saint and an old church behind. The saint’s eyes reflected the red light of sunset in an inhuman and ominous glow. “So you are responsible for this game,” Ruth said, and to Sylvie, “will you continue playing?”
“Why not?” said Sylvie. They retraced their steps and picked another random street only to find, three streets and a corner later, that it ended in still another enclosed space occupied by the bright neon lights of a small bar. “Some would definitely need liquor at this point,” Sylvie said.
“You?”
“No, not me, but you see, we’re lost in this maze.”
“It’s fun to be lost.”
Sylvie began to imagine a surrealist painting of sentient stones re-arranging themselves into perceptual tricks. An aerial view would reveal their strategy, she thought, but two people would be caught in the game below at street level. The game would be played until . . . what? Something horrible, she sensed. This city is ancient and full of secrets. I sense violence just below the surface of Spain, and its treatment of women can be no exception. Why should any woman love or trust its beautiful complexity? In one direction, Sylvie saw a large expanse of sky, now full of golden red light. Perhaps we can break out of this game after all, she thought. “Let’s go this way,” Sylvie said, “and turn no corners.”
At last, they reached a wide avenue that permitted vehicles and might be a major thoroughfare of the city. A slightly cooler wind now blew along it and they were suddenly aware that it was late sunset, nearly twilight, and they were in a dusty, run-down part of the city. Prostitutes sat on chairs along the street against a sky of dark red. Sylvie began to stare fixedly at the nearest prostitute. That hungry look is coming over her face, Ruth thought. She will paint that woman from her memory of this moment. Until now, I have seen her look intrigued but not hungry and impatient, as she does when she will devote her full artistic power and vision to a subject. What does she see? The woman seems so alone, nearly lost, on a cheap metal chair, and the sky is apocalyptic. The heat intensifies everything we see and think. I will not move or interrupt her. She is perfectly focused on her art.
You are the horrible thing, the Minotaur at the center of the maze, Sylvie thought. The game has always been designed to lead to you. How well I know you. I can tell from your skin that you are no older than I am, yet what an imprint your life has made on your body. Your breasts and hips are heavy and loose, the forced voluptuousness of so much sexual intercourse. They call it slatternly bulk. It is more important that I paint you than anything else in Spain. I would give all of lovely Seville to render you just as you are. Against this sky of dying crimson and massed cloud layers of the purest black, I will paint you. Your humanity is bleeding away from you like the light and something darkly hostile and destructive slithers, inking itself across the sky to swallow you and Seville in total darkness. Now it is your turn in this city and your face is intent and feral, your mouth open with frustrated desire, your eyes finding an offense in this red twilight world. Your expression is hard and cynical, yet you were once a soft young girl who would cling to her mother. In the harshness and glitter of your predatory eyes, I see the great absence that immerses you at every moment. That absence is the Seville we see, overflowing with the lovely minutiae of tantalized senses, the most beautiful city in Spain, Ruth says; the one only you are denied for only you can’t breathe, walk and live with dignity anywhere in it. You are marked; even I can see it. You are lost in your maze and the painting will be titled “Her Labyrinth, Unchosen.” In your loss, I see the absence of humanity that is the true Seville and probably all of Spain. Yes, how well I know you.
The prostitute had noticed Sylvie’s stare, and now a deep, cracked voice came from her. “For you, I’m free, my beauty,” she said. Sylvie could only open her hands, and a pained expression came over her face. She doesn’t want to deny this woman anything, Ruth thought. “Ah, so that’s how it is,” the low voice said with a gentle smile. “You can’t. You look at me the way a young man once did. He looked hungry, too. He was a painter, and he loved and painted me for three months. It was short, of course, but it was one of the good loves. We didn’t hurt each other. There aren’t many of those.” The woman smiled in recollection and obviously did not feel slighted. “Now go, my beauty. Leave me to my work. They call for their slave again.”
Sylvie’s eyes closed in pain and she took Ruth’s hand, leading them in the opposite direction. After several minutes, Ruth said, “You need to eat as well as create art, my love. Let’s find a restaurant.” They stopped at what looked like a tapas bar and restaurant and ordered the local fare—bull’s tail and tomatoes soaked in oil and herbs and some kind of sliced, marinated fish along with a bottle of Spanish wine. Sylvie felt better instantly with the food and wine and Ruth was relieved. A flamenco group was performing on a small stage, and the dinner crowd began clapping and dancing among the tables. “The music is really great!” Sylvie said in surprise.
“We’re in Andalusia,’ Ruth said, “home of gypsy flamenco.” The clapping and stomping of the crowd grew noisier, and Sylvie began to feel an all-too-familiar irritation. The men were all staring at her, wordlessly trying to compel her to rise, dance and become sensuous with them. Here it comes again, Ruth thought.
I would paint this day very fast and only in outline, Sylvie thought, a painting covered entirely by male faces and their eyes, eyes everywhere. Their faces will look slightly downward—banderas and beards, rough gypsies and stevedores, elegant older men with expertly styled hair—but their eyes are all the same. You’ll all be looking at a woman you have pushed beneath you, and your title will be “Unavoidable Spain.” The clapping and stomping grew louder and heavier as Sylvie continued to ignore the men. Ruth thought, it would have been so lovely to linger here with the wine and music. It might have been our fondest memory of Seville. But now, Sylvie’s the show again.
“Let’s get out of here and go directly to a hotel,” Ruth said.
“That sounds wonderful!”
Outside, a cool wind was finally blowing off the Guadalquivir River. “Let’s not get lost in the maze again,” Sylvie said.
“No, I saw a very nice hotel two blocks away and we’re going straight there.”
“Good!”
They gratefully entered a small, very baroque and historic hotel that might have been there for centuries. Ruth immediately asked for a map of the city as she signed them in. No more mazes, she thought. Upstairs, they found the renewed luxury of showers, hygiene, and soft clean beds. “I had almost forgotten,” Sylvie said. “This is perfection. Let’s clean up and shower together and then go to bed immediately.”
“I can’t think of anything I’d rather do,” Ruth said. They began to make love in the shower while soaping each other and then moved to the bed quickly after drying themselves. The heat is still stimulating us, Ruth thought. “Now, my beauty,” she said, “the one all of Spain wants . . .”
“Close your eyes or I’ll scream,” Sylvie said and kissed the words out of Ruth. After ten minutes, she said, “We’re in a hotel, and I keep thinking ‘this hotel sex,’ which makes me think of pornography. Are you up for something pornographic?”
Ruth threw her head back and guffawed. “Good-lord, I truly have no idea what will come out of you from one moment to the next. Pornography . . . well, as you know I am open to anything erotic except that which causes pain or humiliation.”
“Good. I’m going to . . . sort of, arrange you. Stay loose,” Sylvie said as she kissed Ruth’s breasts and torso. She put one of Ruth’s arms behind her head and widely parted her legs.
“I just realized this is verboten, too,” Ruth said. “You see, I can’t move now, and I feel overly controlled by you. That’s too close to humiliation. Take a look, by the way, at the room we’re making love in. It has a very high ceiling with wooden shutters for windows, probably built in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. Real pornography rather than simple bawdiness is modern and has no place here.”
Sylvie looked at the ceiling, walls and shutters and imagined gravity releasing two women who were pulling renaissance garb off each other. Their faces are enraptured as they rip one another’s fabled bodices open, and Sylvie began to laugh. Then they make love, naked and hungry, at the top of the ceiling, their clothing spiraling artfully downward to perfect the composition. The canvas would be tall and narrow to enclose the scene, Sylvie thought, and then, suddenly, her thoughts seemed to revolve 180 degrees. “I just noticed something amazing,” she said. “Imagination destroys pornography. I have no more desire to re-arrange you. What a surprise!”
“Imagination does. So does empathy. Sympathy, too. Pornography’s a very small world,” Ruth said. “But I’m done talking, my beauty.” Then they made love with renewed pleasure. At one point, they were playfully fighting one another to see who could remain on top of the other and rolled over the side of the bed, landing on a cool, marble floor. 
“Oh shit!” Sylvie shouted. “Oh damn!” Tell me you’re alright, my love.”
“I didn’t hit my head, just landed on your leg,” Ruth said.
“I landed on my arm. It still feels like hell, doesn’t it?”
“Well,” Ruth said, “now we know we’ve returned to civilization.” They picked themselves up painfully, wearily, and collapsed into the bed and each other’s arms. 
They slept immediately and did not make love until first light, when Sylvie awoke in a state of intense excitement. “You would not believe the dream I just had,” she said rapidly. “I’m completely . . . you know . . .” Ruth understood at once and softly touched her clitoris and circled her labia while moving down to take them into her mouth. She put three fingers deep into her vagina and with two of them circled her uterus while massaging the exterior area rhythmically. Sylvie had an instant series of rapid orgasms growing more intense and screamed for a minute, then burst into laughter. Ruth felt the blood leaving her genitals and withdrew. “I guess I woke up the whole damned place,” Sylvie said, still laughing.
“We’re in Spain,” Ruth said. “It’s expected, night and day, and if not you, then someone else—woman, man, animal.” They both laughed. “Now, what did you dream?”
“I can’t remember, of course. But it doesn’t matter, my love. You’ve fulfilled the need expressed in my dream. Are you . . . ?”
“After seeing you like that, oh yes!” Ruth said. Sylvie massaged the area around Ruth’s clitoris and labia, only to touch them in circular motions later and finally quite hard. Ruth had one very long orgasm, thinking, she’s learned just how I like it. In a week, we’re old lovers. Then they were both unconscious until they heard a woman’s voice in the next room, singing an unknown Andalusian folk song in a rich mezzo voice. They suddenly registered dazzling sunlight, the persistent touch of the heat and a softer sound of a mattress being moved as the song continued, clear, strong, and supple.
They smiled, they listened. “How perfect,” Sylvie whispered. They touched one another without words.
Finally, Ruth said, “Yes, though it’s probably a terrible job, changing and washing all that linen, cleaning the rooms and being ordered around. But if anyone can be satisfied with it, she is.”
“But what a gift to give us, what a way to wake up in Seville . . . I haven’t loved this city until now. Maybe she’s singing deliberately, to all the noisy lovers.” They continued to lie together, listening and smiling.
“We’ll never know.”
“How lovely mysteries are.”
“How necessary they are.” This will be our fondest memory of Seville, Ruth thought. That’s perfect, too, because she probably won’t want to stay another day, not with an adventure like yesterday.
They had brunch at a restaurant recommended by the concierge. “Are you up for another day in Seville?” Ruth asked. “There’s so much to see—the Alcazar, the Moorish palace; the Museum of Fine Arts; and I don’t think we even made it to the town square.”
Sylvie was pensive and silent. “No, I want to feel free, footloose. Let’s move on, though I do appreciate soft beds, showers, restaurants and even strange walks through contorted old cities that make me think of horizontal live oak trees.”
“So you don’t find this Spain’s most beautiful city?” Ruth asked. Sylvie thought of the chapel, the prostitute, the hard looks of the men and the maze-like streets that held them.
“It might have been for you. For me, there’s the city I look at and then the one that looks back at me. What looked back at me yesterday was predatory, distorted, pure Goya. And that chapel had a rare purity of ugliness.” We’ve been in two different Sevilles, Ruth thought, and that prostitute lives in still another, one that Sylvie will paint. But I saw it. I saw that Goya looking back at Sylvie.
We’re still in the forest, Ruth thought.
Why do I imagine nothing but harsh guitars sounding, Sylvie thought, their strings dry and raw? Is it the heat?
“How about seeing more countryside, olive groves, Andalusian villages on hilltops?” Ruth asked.
“Let me at it!” The heat was suddenly full of tenderness, a child clinging. “How do you always know?”
“I’m ancient, easily old enough to be an oracle. You always forget that.”
Ruth drove south, though she intended eventually to go east to Granada and the coast. They were again immersed in waves of white light, dark green olive groves and now rows of orange trees, the Sierra Nevada mountains so pale they could be brown shadows or a mirage and heat, heat as palpable as a living thing beside them. Hilltops began to appear, and one displayed a white Andalusian village at its summit.
“Ah, there,” Sylvie said with an ache in her voice, as though imagining an inevitably finer world. “I want to be there.”
The road wound its way up the hill and soon they drove into the noisy courtyard of a small village of whitewashed houses with salmon-colored ceramic tiles on their roofs. The courtyard was obviously a city square, full of people dressed for a fiesta. Narrow streets dropped away from it, with small white houses and potted red flowers hanging by grillwork from their windows. They parked on one of these streets and returned to the courtyard.
The scene was loud and chaotic yet inviting: some sort of procession, now barely visible, had passed from the church through the square, and they were seeing its aftermath. Many men were in Andalusian dress with flat, round Cordovan hats, sashes around their waists, brown suits with short jackets, all in muted brown colors but for very white shirts open at the collar. Some were still carrying drums, long flutes, and banners from the procession. Others carried guitars.
Several women wore colorful Andalusian flamenco dresses, tightly fitted and heavily ruffled low on their skirts, with shawls, fans and giant combs setting off their long, sumptuous hair. A few men and women were on horseback, and several horses were also attached to what looked like ancient Conestoga wagons with red ribbons decorating their white cloth exteriors. They had huge wooden wheels. A crowd of men in casual attire pressed close to the others in Andalusian dress, as though they expected some kind of theater.
The courtyard was full of steadily increasing noise: talking, yelling, laughing, drinking, singing, swearing, telling tales and occasional firearms shooting into the air. Three roasted boars on spits were visible in a fiery pit, and there were tables with plates and other food—sausage with chickpeas, gazpacho, tomato salad, and slices of ham and cheese. The casual crowd was noisier and drunker than the people in Andalusian dress, and they pressed against them, open-mouthed, with an emotion that was almost violent and erotic at once.
More shots were fired into the air by the crowd, who were now more visible and carrying guns, and a quail fell dead on the plaza. Cheers erupted from the crowd, and someone yelled, “You should have stayed in Seville, compañero!” and everyone laughed and cheered. Another round of shots went into the air and another quail fell from the sky. “Didn’t you like Madrid, compañero?” someone yelled. “No, he’s from Barcelona!” another yelled, and the crowd’s laughter turned derisive. “Live and die in Andalusia!” someone else cried out. “Yes, yes! Live and die an Andalusian!” The crowd roared and applauded.
“Can this possibly be an Andalusian sacred day or is this just a plain old drunken bash?”
“More likely a fiesta after a hunt,” Ruth said. “Their kill—three wild boars—is roasting in the pit. More people would be in Andalusian dress for a holiday, I think, and they wouldn’t be drunk and wild so early. The gypsies are here to entertain. There will be flamenco tonight, or whenever the gypsies want to perform.”
Ochre smoke, a Goyan crowd, fire rimming the edges of thought, Toulouse Lautrec drunk and on holiday in the Spanish countryside, and thank-god I am invisible! Sylvie thought. Is this the twenty-first century crowding around a nineteenth-century version, or am I in two different universes at once?
Pure forest masquerading as fiesta, Ruth thought. They’re close to a brawl. This could get dangerous. There are many men watching Sylvie, but she’s too fascinated by the atmosphere to notice.
Ruth and Sylvie walked slowly and cautiously around the square as more firearms were shot into the air. They noted that the riders had led the horses away and were re-attaching them to the wagons, which were now farther away from the courtyard. Still, some of the horses reared up at the noise and were comforted by the gypsies.
Fascinating, Ruth thought, the gypsies stay cool and the crowd goes out of control. I thought the reverse was supposed to happen.
Suddenly a low, powerful woman’s voice rang out in a fast flamenco rhythm. Other voices, hands immediately answered it with drums and castanets, all beating the same rhythm, guitars suddenly throbbing along. The men with guitars cried out in falsetto like rhythmic ululations of despair. The woman’s voice overpowered the others, leaving only her clear, deep, rich mezzo singing while others danced and beat her rhythms. The casual male crowd rushed into the courtyard and began to dance and clap their hands. Behind them were women, obviously villagers in casual dress, smiling and clapping their hands. They did not move forward. Now the men who could see the singer were awe-stricken, as if before a goddess or a saint. Their violent emotion instantly channeled itself into child-like wonder, and they were completely under the spell of the woman’s voice.
Just in time to avoid a brawl or a flock of dead birds, Ruth thought.
I have never seen anything like this, Sylvie thought.
At last, the woman whose voice transfixed the crowd advanced into view in Andalusian gypsy flamenco attire. The crowd of men instantly opened and fell back so that all could see and hear her. Ruth thought, what a stunningly beautiful woman—face, figure, voice—walking with slow, regal carriage, commanding the crowd like the most exquisite general. Ah no, it’s partly physics: her dress is so tight and heavily ruffled below that she can’t move other than slowly, grandly, with measured steps. She’s several of their myths in one—goddess/unapproachable virgin/whore—so the men predictably go crazy. Yet how spontaneous this performance is! It could not possibly be rehearsed: the crowd and the performers are reflecting and infusing one another, moving and sounding as one. Fascinating: is it like performance art in the US? A bit, but it’s something much deeper, older, vastly more intense and emotional. What can Sylvie be thinking? But of course, there’s that wolfishly hungry look on her face. It is inevitable that she will paint this woman.
You are my bird of paradise, Sylvie thought, and that is how I will paint this moment. How spontaneously you come to me, like an animal, and that I can only love, for you come to me in the pride of your womanhood, every movement regal, stately, and grand. Your formula may be simple: a tight dress with ruffles low on the hem, a flower beside your ear, a colorful shawl, and your hair too wild and thick for a comb. But what a transformation you have created: your dress is midnight blue and sheerly follows your body, embraces it with passion. You come to me as dreams begin in the midnight color of night. Your shawl is part of the dream yet what a contrast: swirls of the most glowing orange and yellow color, like gems turning fluid and draping themselves to you, your lovers. Everything, everyone, is your lover. These are the wings I will paint for my midnight bird’s luxuriant body. Now, you fold your wings like the bird that knows paradise only too well, and for the moment only your deep, dark, wine-colored mezzo soars. In these brilliant colors, your large dark eyes and olive skin are translucent, devastating. The orange flower beside your ear is artless, hence more powerful. You are art yet artless, for you and the earth dream together, paint colors and make sounds together, and I can only dream and paint with you. My painting will be the ecstatic love—artistic, erotic, intrinsic—that you compel in me, for you come to me in the power of your womanhood. It gathers force, and you are almost in flight, almost! My painting will complete you, and there you will raise your wings and soar away from us, a wild thing, too perfectly beautiful for this world, my bird, my art, of paradise.
They watched the woman perform until she mysteriously vanished into the crowd. A male singer and dancer followed, and then it all ended abruptly, in the gypsy fashion, when the performers no longer wished to perform, oblivious of the audience. Ruth and Sylvie walked around the village in astonishment, looking at the last moments of a fiesta that had become another world. “Let’s stay here awhile, at least spend the night,” Sylvie said suddenly. “Let’s forget about Granada.”
“You’re an artist and you can dismiss the Alhambra?” Ruth asked.
“I’m a woman and I know the Moors generally denied everything of significance in their culture to women. Screw their art! I plan to transcend it, anyway, reveal something they never saw.”
“That’s a good reason: we stay, fine by me. I’ve already been to Granada and the Alhambra. You might be responding to the fact that the gypsies are matriarchal, as was prehistoric Spain, according to several historians.”
“I know the gypsies are matriarchal. I can feel it.”
“Who would guess we’d come to Spain and turn into gypsies?”
“I would,” Sylvie said, lightly pushed Ruth against a wall and kissed her slowly, oblivious of the time. “Make love to me,” she said.
“You never need to ask,” Ruth said tenderly. “We’ll find a rural inn around here, one where the gypsies are performing. They often have bars and stages on the first floor. We’ll shower and make love, then come down for the performance. It will relax us.”
“Perfect. How do you always know what I want? How can that always be true?”
“I just know what it means when a woman pushes me against a wall and presses her lovely body all over me. Nothing complicated about that.” They laughed.
“I am obvious, I agree,” Sylvie said, “and I have no shame.”
“I like that about your generation!” Ruth said.
As they drove around the village, Sylvie thought: through the lens of an orgasm, the Alhambra shrinks to a crack on the floor and women become giantesses, living in an immense jungle that looks a bit like olive groves, but is high enough for a forest canopy through which the sun and moon cannot appear as such, but only glitter and glow in impossibly vivid streaks of blue and green. The women’s bodies are tawny and round, shaped in primitive lines like Rousseau. The Alhambra and other architectural wonders of Spain look like a child’s pile of toys in the corner. Oh, that I must paint!
They soon found a two-story inn with a stage for musical performances and moved in their backpacks and duffel bags. They showered, and then made love very roughly, as they had in the forest. Ruth found herself resisting this, and then decided that it was impossible not to enjoy making love with Sylvie; perhaps it was time for love on the rough side. Eventually, they forgot everything and could not stop, just as they had in the forest, until Sylvie screamed loudly in orgasm and was answered by a hawk flying over the valley below. To this, they both laughed uproariously, realizing that they were, at last, satisfied.
“Well,” said Sylvie, “now I’m a bad influence on the birds of prey.”
“You’ve just overstimulated them, my love; but no matter, we’re here with the gypsies.”
“Are you relaxed enough?”
“Oh, yes, but you are the question mark. There will probably be another one of those beautiful gypsy women performing.”
“OK, I’m over the first,” and Sylvie smiled. “All ready for the second.”
“Apparently the hawk knew that. He wanted his turn.” They laughed and caressed one another; then decided that yes, indeed they were very relaxed.
They quickly washed and dressed and went down to the bar, which included both a stage and a restaurant. They ordered dinner and a bottle of the local wine in delighted expectation of another gypsy performance. Touching their glasses to their favorite toast, krasna život, they felt very close to one another again, as they had in the forest. “What else but the beauty of it?” Ruth said.
“That’s just it,” Sylvie said. “I need to draw and paint again very soon. I’ve had so many ideas that I haven’t been able to tell you.”
“Let me guess,” Ruth said. “You have a burning passion to paint the Seville prostitute and that gypsy flamenco singer we heard this afternoon.”
Sylvie was quiet, staring. “How did you know that?”
“You looked at them like wolf drooling over a lamb, though you were a very beautiful wolf. You’ve looked at me like that, too,” Ruth said, smiling.
Sylvie smiled and looked down. “That’s probably true, though I’m sure I have never drooled. I’ve had a lot of other ideas, too, and I really need to stop and paint for a time. Spain will have to wait; though of course, we’re touring Spain.”
“That’s just too bad for Spain! It loses two tourists.” They laughed. “You can best do that in Barcelona, you know. Monserrat has plenty of space for painters. Artists are probably the most fascinating part of the feminist movement for her. Our stay is open-ended, too, so you can paint for some time if you want to.”
“So let’s drive straight to the coast and up to Barcelona. Let’s forget the rest. I want to paint all day and then drink Spanish wine and make love to you at night. I’ll say to myself, ‘Ah, the life of an artist, just giving in to every strong urge and miraculously making something beautiful out of it’!”
“Call that ‘Spain Perfected.’ ”
They clinked glasses and felt that they were celebrating something, though it was nothing more than the fact and pleasure of their lives. The wine was nearly finished when they heard a sharp cry behind the stage; a taut, vibrating male voice full of fire, pain and gravel.
They come, Ruth thought, our element, the wildlife of Spain. The stage filled with male dancers whose canes tapped the floor in a rapid, staccato beat like gunfire. Male and female singers entered with guitars, all in Andalusian dress. Altogether: they stop and are silent; and the heartbeat of the earth passes; then the fast rhythm of canes beating and the music of crying voices sounds again only to stop with a crash, breathless, the heart skipping a beat, and then the rhythmic music again and again. Sylvie thought, they seem to be conjuring, summoning; perhaps a force of nature is coming, something they can’t live without. The crying, crashing rhythm sounds again and stops; rhythm and stop; rhythm and stop.
And onto the stage she came.
Another beauty, Ruth thought, but a dancer this time. She looked at Sylvie and thought, my love has become a wolf again. I will have to start believing in the werewolf legends of Galicia. But, it is art that has bitten her. There are several men alternating between staring at Sylvie and the dancer, but Sylvie’s oblivious of it. Good.
Sylvie thought, you come to me in the shawl and ruffled skirt I have seen before, but what a change: now they are charmed objects, alive, your familiar spirits all in yellow, and your body can add new shapes, sculpt reality, continually transform itself. You dance with these new creatures: they are your wings, then your capes, then mysterious spheres appearing at any point around your body, then a crowd reaching for you, then your weapons—that above all! Your beauty is not your essence but your weapon: how well I know you! With the long train of your dress behind you, we know that something immense has passed, a titanic ship, and left a whirlpool wake that devours us. You raise your arms in the shawl and advance toward me like a yellow bird of prey, and I want to be captured. Several people behind me are clapping and saying the word “buleria,” so your dance has a name; yet you are something beyond words but not beyond images, for I will capture you in paint. How passionately I will merge with you then. From the frothy yellow masses you have drawn in the air, your lean arched back and bare arms rise like blades. Your arms reach to the sky as though calling a world into being. You are heat and fire; you explode in yellow flames; then your arms fall straight down and cut like knives through the turbulence you have created. Again you let the rhythm of your moving body drive you to frenzy and then stop as one dead, only to arch your lean body again and become another rhythm traced in yellow fire. Your hands with castanets pierce the air in knife-like strokes before you, pass over your head and vibrate behind you. The men cry in a primitive fusion of desire and pain, their canes stamping the rhythm whose rise and fall is the golden yellow dagger you dance, back arched, hands and castanets piercing, piercing. Everything about you pierces—arms, feet, eyes, the severity of your hair pulled back by a comb. The men work through sound but you, with body arched, are pure fury in elegant layers of yellow cloth, the sun to the first woman on earth, majestic and proud. 
Now your movement is perfectly angular, your arms straight in the air like swords, then caressing the air above you; then your castanet hands weave themselves tenderly down and trace the lines of small flowers behind your back. You clap and stamp your feet—faster, faster!—only to show the mastery of your body. You pace to me, half pawing the floor like a wild animal, then your feet seem made only for fast, rhythmic beats. You raise your arms, only to lean into your own body’s curves. When you move fast, you cast the world into shining yellow pieces. When you stop, you take my breath. You undo all that you do, explode and implode. You are the flame of life that clenches itself into a pattern; then releases itself into another, only to repeat, repeat; as agonized as it is ecstatic; losing control only to stop on a line; all in a roar of stamping feet and canes. You are the power of excess that can only become the fluidity of desire. To say that you have seduced me is to belittle your victory: you have seduced the world into dancing in the domain of art. You complete the dance with sweat pouring from the lean arched blade of your body. You are my warrior love: how well I know you! You give me the power to say that you and you alone are Spain. You are the matador and the bull.
She is simply magnificent, Ruth thought, and so deserving of our admiration and protection. She reminds me of the wildlife I left behind in Doñana. What will happen to them all when the heat of the planet puts so much land under water? What body politic can act in sufficient unity to create the infrastructure that protects life? Not my country, not the US; no center-right nation suspicious of government will have a chance. Spain? Who knows; I suppose the gypsies will return to their wandering lifestyle. I think I’ve read that the government forced most of them into an Andalusian slum by the Guadalquivir and it often floods, even now. This dancer probably either lives there or grew up there. Maybe all of Spain will take up the gypsy wandering life. Who will have the luxury of living a sedentary life on a hill with complete resources for life—and who would ever want to live that way? Besides, they’ll be destroyed in the first tornado. Who will feel what is being lost? Who will care, really? Human beings seem to be disappearing into their economic fears, their crazy religions, their cell phones and their video games.
Sylvie was shocked to see how pale and serious Ruth looked; she had nearly forgotten to clap for the dancer. In their room, later, she said angrily, “You are still grieving and you said nothing! You are thinking of Katia even now!”
Ruth smiled wearily. “It’s not Katia; not at all. I love being here with you, and I do love you. How you’ve made me live again! What an idiot I would be not to appreciate it!” Her voice showed a painful intensity that Sylvie immediately trusted. “Sometimes, I can’t avoid thinking about the world I will leave behind me. I felt this way in Doñana when I realized how decimated the animal populations were.”
“But you will write your book!”
“Yes, and what a pathetically small act that will be, given the enormity of the problem. But that’s all I can do and I will.”
They held one another and fell asleep quickly. The day had exhausted them both. In the morning, they felt renewed and were only too glad to be back on the road again. Love it while you can, Ruth thought, while anyone can. It’s so easy to love this world, the road opening in front of you like something that will never end. It says, life goes on, there’s always hope, and hope is the most powerful seducer we ever meet in this life.
As they drove further east, the land became even more arid. It’s almost Biblical, Ruth thought. I see medlars and carobs, date palms like the ones in Arabian deserts, and even almonds, like those eaten by John the Baptist. They had nearly reached the coast when a strange village on a hill caught Sylvie’s eye. “Look there!” she said. “It has the same lay-out on a hill like the other one, but it’s dark, almost brown, and I can’t see the roofs. Was there a fire? What’s wrong with it?”
“It looks like it hasn’t been whitewashed in a long time and the roofs have fallen in. It could be abandoned.”
“But, a whole village abandoned?”
“All the jobs might be on the coast. That could empty a village.”
“I have to see it!” Sylvie said, and Ruth took the first off-ramp. Soon they were ascending another hill. They drove into a courtyard whose design was much like the other village they had visited. But, all the buildings were covered with desert dust and fists of bristling yellow vegetation. The roofs had fallen in on most of the buildings, and the windows had been shattered by desert winds. They suddenly became aware of the low desolate sound of a powerful wind. The village seemed to be completely abandoned, defeated and dying in the strange, dark voice of the wind.
“This is awful!” Sylvie said. “Keep driving around. I want to know if absolutely everyone has left.” They continued driving until the streets were impassable. There was no sign of life anywhere. “Let’s go back to the courtyard,” Sylvie said. “I can hardly believe this! I’ve never seen a ghost town before.”
“There are plenty of them in Patagonia, actually, if you get far enough away from the cities—not like this, of course. Wood structures decay faster and the villages really are ghosts, barely discernable, vanishing in front of you.” They parked in the courtyard; then Sylvie tried to enter what seemed to be a former general store. Inside was black night; the windows were boarded up and vague piles of detritus were scattered over the floor, from which a putrid smell rose into the air. From the darkness and stench, a roaring growl assailed them, and they could barely see a flash of wild eyes and the outline of what seemed to be a big dog or a wolf with the carcass of a sizeable animal.
“Slowly move out backwards,” Ruth said and they were in the street immediately.
“What was that?” Sylvie asked. Ruth returned to the jeep and brought back a baseball bat.
“Probably a wild dog with its kill,” Ruth said, “but I’m not sure—it was too dark. Whatever it is, there’s food beside it, and it isn’t likely to threaten us out here. But, I’ve got some protection anyway.”
“It’s so depressing! I want a drink.”
“That problem I can solve. We’re never without wine, but it may not be cool.” She pointed to a tumbledown house with the still stable steps of a porch. “Sit down there. I’ll get a bottle of wine.” She continued to carry the baseball bat.
Then they sat and passed the wine bottle between them as the late afternoon turned to sunset. The sounds of animal life around them grew louder, and this they relished. Streaks of pink and orange cirrus clouds and a sliver of moon appeared in the sky. “To me, it’s even beautiful like this,” Ruth said. “We’re way out, adrift in nature. I’ve always loved that feeling, no matter how bleak. I could never have studied Patagonia for so many years if I didn’t feel it.”
“But I feel like this is the death of Spain, and we’re saying goodbye.”
“It’s true in a way. One form of life is ending here and another will begin.” Ruth thought. The Spain of the future might be greener and less arid, with humans living in houses that can float on water. Still, the weather everywhere will be pure chaos, and everyone will risk drought along with floods and mudslides. It won’t really be safe anywhere, and money will no longer insulate people as it once did. The rich will die along with the poor, though the rich will be last to understand their folly. Damn, I can’t say any of this to her.
And as suddenly and unexpectedly as any part of the wilds, she appeared out of nowhere and came up to them, smiling—a woman at least in her eighties, perhaps older. She was short and squat with wild, brilliantly white hair. Her face was a mass of tanned and weathered wrinkles, though her features were very regular and showed evidence of early beauty. Her smile was broad and delighted, displaying just a few powerful, prominent teeth in her upper and lower gums. Her dress was dark brown, diffuse and shapeless, with an apron that was speckled and worn. Curiously, on her feet was a pair of tennis shoes.
“Oh . . . hello,” Sylvie began in confusion. “We didn’t know . . .”
“We thought the village was deserted. We had no idea you were living here. My name is Ruth Land,” Ruth said and offered her hand.
Sylvie did the same with a smile. “I am Sylvie Dumarais.”
The old woman smiled in delight as she took both of their hands in hers, held them long, and squeezed them. Her face, swathed in the wrinkles of her vast smile was all the lovelier, and the few teeth of her upper and lower gums all the more powerful and square. Sylvie thought, I didn’t know I was longing for you but I was, and I don’t know quite what you are. The old woman gestured for them to follow her. Ruth and Sylvie looked at one another in surprise and then did so, smiling.
They all walked along the decaying main thoroughfare of the town at the slow, uneven gait of the old woman, whose joints were far from flexible. The village, radiant in the sunset, seemed completely new to them; it was now—uniquely and unexpectedly—a town of one inhabitant. “She can’t speak?” Sylvie asked.
“She is clearly mute,” Ruth said. “Let’s not yet assume that she can’t hear, however.” They continued to scrutinize the ruined village, now the color and texture of old nuts, for signs of other people, but found no one. At the end of the thoroughfare, the old woman gestured for them to follow her onto a slender dirt path, which wound around a hill until they could see a hut above. The sky behind it was crimson bordered in black.
“What are we getting ourselves into?” Sylvie whispered.
“I don’t sense any danger here. I’d watch an old man very carefully, but there’s no safer bet than an old woman. Relax and enjoy a completely unexpected experience that will never be repeated in your lifetime,” Ruth said with a smile and thought, besides, I’m carrying a wine bottle in one hand and a baseball bat in the other.
As they approached the woman’s home, they saw a structure completely unlike the others. It was a primitive hut made of interwoven straw and clay mud with perhaps a skeletal wood frame, as might be found in Africa or in rural Europe of the middle ages. The woman again beckoned them in.
Reflecting the soft light of an old lantern, the interior was evidence of a life so ancient as to be unrecognizable. All of her furnishings seemed to be self-made with barely hewn boughs and sticks from a forest. Her shelves were comprised of six wooden posts with four sticks connecting them, sufficient to hold the few boxes and jars she stored there. All were made from boughs or trunks of trees, now gray with age and cooking smoke. Only one jar was contemporary, like the woman’s tennis shoes. She gestured toward three chairs that were also self-made, with slender poles originally from trees and heavy matted ropes for seats. Astonished, Ruth and Sylvie sat.
Ruth asked, “Are you alone here? There is no one else living in the village?” The old woman nodded and smiled, and they realized that she was merely mute and could hear and understand language. Then she smiled even more deeply, with cascading wrinkles of pleasure, and opened both hands in a gesture to both of them.
“And now we are three,” Sylvie said, creating words for her. The old woman nodded her head and there, with the soft cinnabar light of sunset gently touching the room, all three women felt delight in the rare, hidden loveliness of the world. They could smell her dinner cooking on a stove comprised of large tin cans on top of a small invisible central stove. Fire was coming from within, and a primitive two-handled cauldron was bubbling.
Though words seemed unnecessary, Ruth said, “Thank you. We will just eat a bit with you since we are not that hungry. But, you must let me drive to the coast and replenish your groceries. The coast is only a few miles. I insist.” The old woman nodded in a bow, then handed them their plates, which were bent and made of thin metal like a miner’s gear. She ladled into them a kind of brown stew with vegetables—onions, potatoes, and others they could not identify. Her eating implements were bent and metallic also, possibly self-made.
As Ruth and Sylvie tasted the stew, they noticed a surprisingly sweet taste that also reflected the presence of nuts. They had never tasted anything like it and found it very substantial and filling. Up to then, they had said little, since speech seemed impolite when the old woman could not join in. But now, they praised the uniqueness and tastiness of the stew. The old woman gestured with an open hand to Sylvie and then to Ruth. “You made it for us,” Ruth said, again translating. The old woman placed her hand over her heart and nodded as they ate and smiled. This is intimacy and trust, Sylvie thought, possibly the first I’ve felt with anyone in Spain, even in Europe, besides Ruth. Ruth thought, she must have seen us from a distance and begun the meal then. What an amazing creature. She is utterly one-of-a-kind.
The old woman now poured a liquid from a bottle into three clay cups. As they drank, Ruth and Sylvie felt a fierce alcoholic kick from the homemade beverage. Bootleg, of course, Ruth thought. “Strong and good,” she said. Weird as hell, Sylvie thought, but I’m much safer here than in the Spanish cities. I wonder what she ferments it from, Ruth thought. It could be anything growing around here.
The old woman smiled her endlessly deeper and more resonant smile. She gestured toward the two of them with open hands and then placed them over her heart. “We are so happy to be with you, too,” Sylvie said.
“Yes,” Ruth added, “and to think we could have driven past without finding you.” The old woman closed her eyes in pleasure and nodded, her hands still over her heart. Ruth saw the inevitable hungry look come over Sylvie’s face, but it was tempered with a tenderness she had not seen before. How could Sylvie fail to paint this woman, perhaps the most amazing of them all? Ruth thought. We could be in the Middle Ages, even further back.
How could I have left Spain without finding you? Sylvie thought. You are everything hidden, secret, unexpected, hard-won and then found, in one luminous moment, to be the foundation of all that is good. I love you dearly, like a daughter. I have never seen a smile like yours. You are multitudes of smiles, your wrinkled but wonderful skin holding them all like your rich cauldron. Are you smiling somehow more deeply or is your face so weathered and touched by nature that you show all the smiles of a lifetime? One painting must solely be your marvelous face with the endlessness of your smile.
Another painting must show you over your stove. I will make the stove larger with vague lines in the dark but splashes of fiery light, something more like a primitive forge. You are utterly unique, the last of your kind, the original life-giver, a creator. I feel that strongly in you: you are one who gives life more than taking it, a forger-artisan of the world. What sort of life have you led out here alone? You are unafraid, self-sustaining, at ease. Where does that capacity come from? It is surely not modern—anything but modern! No, you are timeless. There is so much I can learn from you! What are the words for you? I will have to title you “The Old Woman of Spain,” and yet even with that, with words, we will never know the how and why of you.
The woman began to refill their glasses, but Ruth raised her wine bottle. “Please let me contribute. If you like it, I have a case with me and would love to give it to you.” The old woman took the bottle and poured for three. Then she gestured outside. “Yes, the wine with the sunset would be lovely,” Sylvie said. The three women sat on the two steps of a porch in front of the hut and together looked down at the desert below the hill. In the distance was the highway, with vehicles still moving quickly to the coast, another time dimension flying away from them, the sky now twilight, and still the desert wind playing with anything that could move. The old woman held her wine in one hand and took Sylvie’s hand in the other. Sylvie took Ruth’s hand and there they sat, watching the world go dim but no less lively for that, and there seemed to be so much of significance that words were unnecessary.
We are friends, wonderful and impossible friends, Ruth thought. How often does that happen in this life?
When it was nearly dark, the old woman placed one hand over the other to indicate that she intended to sleep. Of course, Ruth thought, she rises in the dawn and sleeps in the dark, like a woman of the Neolithic. “We’ll be just outside in sleeping bags,” Ruth said, “and we’ll leave tomorrow after I drive to the coast and get groceries for you.” The old woman showed them an outside water pump and a metal cup as well as a pond behind the hut that would serve, however rustically, for their hygiene and other needs. When Ruth and Sylvie lay together in their sleeping bags, looking up at the clear, black sky filled with stars and the low, persistent sigh of a desert wind, Sylvie said, “I feel very full, of what I’m not sure.”
“Intimacy, friendship, the unexpected,” Ruth offered.
“Spain, too.”
“It looks different now, doesn’t it?”
“Entirely. We’ve found something it hides, maybe its past or its foundation or even another dimension. I’m not sure which,” Sylvie said, and they slept.
In the morning, they decided that Ruth would drive to the coast alone and Sylvie would take her charcoal and paper pad and stay behind with the old woman. When Ruth returned, she was astonished to find them together, surrounded by several dozen drawings, some by Sylvie and others in a very different style. They greeted Ruth with jubilant laughter.
“She’s an artist!” Sylvie said exultantly, gesturing toward several of the drawings. “These portraits are her two daughters, and more drawings show her grandchildren. Some may be great-grandchildren.” Ruth looked at them avidly. “The daughters and their children appeared to be living in a sizeable house, and their clothing and surroundings looked contemporary, though they shared some of the old woman’s features. One sketch displayed a very beautiful girl with long, dark hair who probably resembled the old woman when she was young, Ruth thought.
“I’m not exactly sure how I got all this information, but between drawing, pointing, questioning and nodding, I’ve discovered that they’re all living and working on the coast or in Northern Spain. The rest of the village was abandoned for jobs elsewhere, too, just as you said.” She stopped to smile at the recollection of the afternoon. She and the old woman were clearly overjoyed to have found their common passion. “I’ve shown her the animals of Doñana and some sketches of the women I’ll be painting. Her daughter on the coast comes once a week with groceries and other supplies, and her whole family has tried to convince her to move away or live with them, but she wants to stay here, drawing and painting. She even wants to die here. She finds it beautiful in its bleakness, as you said you did. She’s another one who loves to be adrift in nature.”
Sylvie stopped and smiled again at her memory of the afternoon they had spent together. “I’ve been flabbergasted. It’s as though we’ve been talking while sketching all afternoon. We’ve been so happy here.” Sylvie reached out and held the old woman’s hand. Again, the old woman smiled her endlessly deep and resonant smile and placed Sylvie’s hand over her heart.
Later, as the three women drank coffee together, Ruth said to the old woman, “I am truly killing joy, but I think it is time for us to leave. We have found both happiness and enlightenment with you. Spain will not be the same for us.”
“I didn’t know I was looking for you, but I was,” Sylvie said with a smile. The old woman only smiled more deeply and held their hands to her heart. Sylvie thought, she completely accepts our departure, takes the absence with the presence. She is self-sufficient. 
The old woman pointed to her head and then her heart. “We’ll always remember you, too,” Ruth said. “If we’re ever in southern Spain again, we’ll find you.” The old woman pointed to her hut and then her heart. Ruth thought, she is saying “I’ll always be here, in the world I love.” Ah, but she is far too precious for the word, always, to apply.
As they drove away and onto the coastal highway, they both sensed, in different terms, that they were rejoining the twenty-first century. “She’s the one I’ll miss,” Sylvie said.
“I can understand that.”
“I’m so glad we stopped.”
“Sometimes, your most instinctive feeling is the best to follow. I have come to cherish the experiences that come from that source.”
Cherishing . . . Sylvie considered. How rarely I cherish anything but art. Do I even cherish Ruth?
When they reached the first hill with an elevated view of the coastline, they parked and got out of the jeep. Below, they saw an endlessly repeating conglomerate of towering coastal hotels and entertainment palaces, skyscrapers as high as any in Europe, stretching all the way out to the Mediterranean, which flashed and winked its ancient, oceanic eye. “Well, hello ugliness of modernity,” Sylvie said, “except for the Mediterranean, which almost looks in on the joke. I don’t think I even want to swim on this coastline. Can we swim in Barcelona?”
“Sure, it’s on the Mediterranean, too,” Ruth said softly. She, too, felt dispirited. “I last saw this as a girl, and it was a bunch of small fishing villages. The coast is a big economic success, I’m sure, but it’s horrifying, too, when you remember . . .” Her voice trailed off.
“Then let’s just get the Costa del Sol over with and drive straight through.”
They alternated driving and sleeping and arrived in Barcelona after nightfall. When they presented themselves at Monserrat’s home, she was not there, but they were expected and shown to their rooms. They showered, picked Ruth’s room as the one they would share, and made love with great abandon. Ruth felt some anger in Sylvie’s passion but decided, again, that it was impossible not to enjoy the passion of a beautiful, brilliant woman. They did not stop until they both fell asleep with their bodies intertwined. Ah, the sexy life of an artist, though I’m just along for the ride, was Ruth’s last thought. I’m still going to fuck her to death here, was Sylvie’s last thought.
When they awoke late the next morning, they found themselves in a house unlike any they had ever seen before. On the walls of their room as well as the hallway outside, they found many small glowing sculptures of oceanic spirals and seashells alternating with natural iconic forms like flowers, lightning, clouds, waves and fractals, no two of which were alike. All were attached to or a part of the walls and ceilings and made of glazed ceramic in many different colors and geometric patterns. As they walked into other rooms of the house, they found the walls and ceilings similarly covered with more gleaming iconic and fractal ceramic shapes, some hanging from spirals like a woman’s earrings. All were equally varied, no two alike. Similar patterns in larger sculptures hung down luxuriously like great globes of fruit from the tops and sides of the rooms, framing the space, as though the people inside were a perpetually ongoing work of art and nature was both the artist and the foundation. In some rooms, the varying shapes became quasi-human, child or Cupid-like forms living within spirals and fractals, humans and nature beginning to merge.
It is the decor of a mermaid rising from the sea with the ocean’s creatures still clinging to her flesh, as though they would not give her up, Sylvie thought. Everything is movement, oceanic, female, vulvar, ecstatic.
It is a space of infinite aesthetic and psychological complexity as well as size, Ruth thought. We are in a house of enchantment with untold powers. At last their eyes met and they looked in astonishment at one another, having suddenly turned into strangers. Then they both burst out laughing.
“I almost asked, ‘what on earth was that?’” Sylvie said. “But you hush. I don’t want to know what it was.” 
Ruth was silent, thinking it feels as though we’ve been away from each other and are now becoming reacquainted. Is this house a topologist that can turn time and space inside out? Physicists claim that the universe can do this. Who on earth is Monserrat and what sort of creator is she? Then a woman came up to them and told them that Monserrat was waiting for them with lunch in the gazebo. They followed, continuing to look at the walls and ceilings, marveling as they walked.



 
AT FIRST, THEY were formal with one another:
“Ruth Land.”
“Sylviane Dumarais.”
“Monserrat Mistral.”
“Alex Milczek.”
They shook hands spontaneously, unlike women. Ruth wondered at the extra formality of Sylvie’s introduction of herself, since she was Sylvie to anyone else, intuiting that she was uncomfortable and possibly hostile. Monserrat had returned in the early morning from a trip to her house by the ocean in Cadaqués, and the four women were having lunch in the largest gazebo Ruth had ever seen. Monserrat’s house seemed to be endless.
Alex towered over them all and was as dark as Sylvie, with short hair and thick, dramatic black eyebrows behind minimal glasses. Her facial features were strong but subtly fine-lined, giving her a look that was perpetually intent, quizzical, and distinctive. She was striking and attractive without beauty. Speaking Spanish fluently with a slight American accent, everything in her self-assured manner suggested America except her fluency in European languages. She noticed Sylvie’s beauty with a visible shock that she made a violent effort to conceal, making it clear to all that she had just fallen desperately in love. She detected a French accent in Sylvie’s Spanish and spoke to her in equally fluent French. This was profoundly unAmerican but it pleased Sylvie, as intended.
The four women instantly knew that they were two couples of lovers. Since Alex and Sylvie were in their twenties and their lovers, much older, a unique symmetry presented itself to them and compelled their fascination and curiosity and, for Ruth and Monserrat, their amusement as well.
Monserrat was striking, with dark features that were very regular and still beautiful. With expressively arched eyebrows, thick, dark hair of medium length, and luminously olive skin, she had obviously been a great beauty as a young woman, probably as extraordinary as Sylvie. Her features carried a look of perpetual curiosity and intrigue, mellowed with a tenderness that suggested natural maternal feelings. She had no children, however, and Ruth immediately suspected that the feminist movement provided her with many daughters. Like Sylvie, she wore colorful, deep-necked tunics that accentuated her beauty in the simplest and least affected way.
Alex decided that Ruth was also an American and spoke to her in English, effortlessly shifting between three languages.
Well, at least she’s not an American dunce who speaks only one language, Sylvie thought. Damn, I bet Ruth already has me paired off with her.
Alex is perfect for Sylvie, Ruth thought. You have my blessing.
Alex’s thought was an abyss of turbulently conflicting sensations since she had just been introduced to the most beautiful woman in the world and who also, it appeared, was a lesbian.
What a charming chaos, Monserrat thought. I’ve finally found someone for my Alex. Ruth and Monserrat noticed that each was trying hard not to laugh.
Their conversation was animated and insatiably curious as the afternoon passed. All the relevant information was discovered quickly: that Monserrat and Sylvie were both very ambitious artists; that Ruth was a zoologist researching and writing a book on an incipient global catastrophe and mass extinction; that Alex was finishing her doctoral dissertation in romance languages and literature, living in Spain on a Fulbright from the US; that Alex was also technologically savvy and created the house’s web site and Facebook page.
Far more slowly and with both empathy and interest, Ruth and Alex discovered that they had both left the U.S. in disgust with the government, that they were both active members of Moveon.org and devoted regular time to Internet protest. With empathy and mutual anger, they discovered that they both had high expectations for the next American presidential election in 2008 but thought the U.S. was a too rigidly center-right country fueled by rightwing religion. They were in agreement that the U.S. was destroying its own middle class by favoring a small wealthy elite of no economic, intellectual or cultural value. They felt strongly that this was exactly the fatal structure of a dying third-world economy, and that the U.S. would lose its political and economic dominance soon as a result. Alex, in her youth, found this alienating and disgusting whereas Ruth, in her age, regarded it as a tragedy that would seal the terrible fate of life on the planet. It occurred to them both that they were, to an extent, young and old versions of the same person. Monserrat and Sylvie were considering a similar likeness between themselves.
Except, of course, that I’ve got to have your girl, Alex thought.
Except that you don’t know I’ve already given up the girl, Ruth thought.
This has to be the most annoying afternoon of my life, Sylvie thought. There they are, bonding and reveling in all they have in common, and Alex wants to run off with me and Ruth intends to let her. Really! I want them to fight a duel over me! Then Ruth could still die in my arms in Spain. Sylvie’s line of thought came to an abrupt halt. Of course, she considered, a duel is the most ridiculous act on earth, and I would never let anything terrible happen to Ruth. This is a direct contradiction, but there is nothing unusual about that.
Oh, most wonderful! Monserrat thought, and it will all fall into place, too. What power this house has! It’s haunted by female spirits of passion and play, its aesthetic oceanic and animal. We’re all in the belly of a she-whale and ready to become new flesh, new creatures. It changes the lives of all that come here.



 
IN THE EVENING the house, as usual, was filled with the meetings of several women’s groups. They were laughing, debating, declaiming, inspiring; they were uproarious, furious, delighted, exhibitionistic, philosophical, political, whimsical, enamored. Excited by the house’s atmosphere, Sylvie had worn a colorful, deep-necked dress and low heels, and several women were staring at her uncontrollably and even following her around. Alex quickly came up to her in a state that was alternately confused and courageous and said, “Sylviane, I’ve been meaning to ask you . . . I mean . . . you’ve come here with Ruth and I thought . . . I wondered whether you and she were . . . sort of . . . I mean, if you were definitely . . .”
“Yes!” Sylvie said harshly and walked away. Alex collapsed into a chair, utterly disconsolate, and then attempted to raise her spirits and courage. No, don’t give up! she thought. You can’t! Briefly gritting her teeth, she jumped up again and now approached Ruth, who was alone, filling two wineglasses.
“Ruth, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she began again in confused courage, “I mean, you’ve come here with Sylviane and I wondered whether . . . that is . . . how long . . . but mainly, whether, I guess . . .”
Ruth smiled and said, “No, we’re not really committed to one another. We’ve only been lovers for a week or so. Is that what you wanted to know?” Alex nodded, too overwhelmed to speak, and collapsed into the same chair again. Amazing, she thought, one says yes, the other, no. Of course, I really meant to know whether I might have a chance, to which Sylviane said no and Ruth, yes. This kind of thing is supposed to happen to Alice in Wonderland, not to me. Of course, it is hopelessly complicated, well beyond any resolution I can see; how could it be anything else in a place like this? Damn, it’s hopeless! But no, it can’t be!
Ruth was now standing next to Sylvie and they were drinking the two glasses of wine together. “There are about a half-dozen to a dozen women following you around. Are you annoyed yet?”
“No, actually,” Sylvie said, smiling. “And that surprises me. It’s annoying when men make a play for me because I always feel it means ‘well, you look good and you’re probably a woman I can dominate.’ That’s anything but flattering. Women, on the other hand, are doing what for them must be deviant and nervy, and what a hypocrite I would be to forbid that.” They both laughed. Alex saw this and assumed they were laughing at her. Again, she felt devastated. I will turn into marble in this chair, she thought, a sculpture they will call “Dyke, in Misery” on display at an art museum. “It was a big mistake to wear this dress, though,” Sylvie continued. “I’m the only woman wearing a dress besides Monserrat. From now on, I won’t change from my paint-spattered T-shirts and jeans.”
The loudest and most uproarious group, Mujeres Libres, the contemporary version of the 1930s Spanish anarchist women’s movement, was meeting beside Alex’s chair. They were all wearing T-shirts with “Mujeres Libres” printed across them. Alex was wearing one of these T-shirts, too, but she was not following the group as usual. She stared at Sylvie with a look of longing and despair, realizing how difficult it would be to seriously interest her.
And now, Ruth thought, I leave you both to your fates of adventure and love. Monserrat had asked to see her alone in the gazebo. Sylvie did not notice that Ruth had left.
At that moment, the women of Mujeres Libres were debating an addition to their web site. Several wanted the original Mujeres Libres anthem from the 1930s but couldn’t remember the lyrics. They were also debating what their current mission statement should include. They were so loud that they could be heard throughout the house. Alex made a comment to them, and one of the group members said, “Hey, you’ve got an accent! Where are you from?” When Alex replied that she was from the US, several women jumped to their feet in excitement. “Go home immediately!” one of them shouted. “Your country has been taken over by maniacs! They’re menacing the whole world, and all the Muslim countries will think they’ve got to have nuclear weapons!” The rest of the group noisily agreed.
Alex blushed deeply and felt even more miserable and exasperated. She had often heard comments like this at Monserrat’s house; but now, with Sylvie able to hear every word, she could not bear to be criticized in addition to her other torments, particularly by the shamelessly loud, vehement voices of Mujeres Libres, second to none in volume of noise. “Look,” she said, “I’m politically active here, a member of Moveon.org. I do an hour’s worth of Internet protest every day, just as I’d do if I were in the States, and I always vote by absentee ballot. Those maniacs are just damned hard to get rid of. One person can’t do it, and hell, you can be sure I never voted for them!” She looked up to see Sylvie smiling and following the altercation. Then she lowered her head in rage and despair and said, “By the way, the Mujeres Libres anthem, published in Valencia in 1937 with lyrics written by Lucia Sanchez Soarnil, goes like this.”
 
Fists upraised, women of Iberia
Toward horizons pregnant with light
On paths afire
Feet on the ground
Face to the blue sky.
Affirming the promise of life
We defy tradition
We mold the warm clay
Of a new world born of pain.
Let the past vanish into nothingness!
What do we care for yesterday!
We want to write anew
The word WOMAN.
Fists upraised, women of the world
Toward horizons pregnant with light
On paths afire
Onward, onward
Toward the light.
 
Alex recited it perfectly from memory, and her delivery was impassioned, since it allowed a channel for her frustration and despair over Sylvie.
The inconceivable and impossible then occurred: the noisiest group in all of Spanish feminism, fully equal to any ambulance or police siren, was completely silent, all staring at Alex. She had obviously impressed them deeply.
Alex continued to look down as a tidal wave of emotion engulfed her. She decided to risk everything: she would cut a magnificent figure, since everyone in the house could hear. She would be either a genius who could win Sylvie or a fool who would lose her forever. She decided to describe a new Mujeres Libres web site that would be the most brilliant and original on the Internet. “You’ll have a truly original mission statement and web site if you use the poetry written by Spanish women instead of a boring and predictable essay. For example, here’s your position on women’s identity in the words of Gloria Fuertes.”
 
Birds nest in my arms,
On my shoulders, behind my knees,
Between my breasts there are quails,
they must think I’m a tree.
The swans think I’m a fountain,
They all come down and drink when I talk.
When sheep pass, they pass over me,
and perched on my fingers, the sparrows eat,
The ants think I’m earth,
And men think I’m nothing.
 
Again, Alex recited the lines perfectly from memory with the energy conferred by absolute despair. Poetry continued to be an outlet for the love and desperation she felt at that moment.
Again, the members of Mujeres Libres stared at her in amazement, silently regarding her as an upstart marvel with enormous creative chutzpah that went entirely beyond what they imputed to themselves. All the groups in the house were now silent, watching the encounter. To be worthy of the Mujeres Libres’ silence, which they had never before seen, must be the mark of greatness.
And so it was: “Here’s your position on the male world,” Alex continued with a confidant smile. Privately, she thought that the top of her head had just unscrewed and was floating in the air.
 
The scrawny women of the foundry workers
are still giving birth on trolley cars or at home.
The boys, some of them, go to the city schools
and learn about rivers, why not, it’s harmless enough.
The girls go to the Sisters, who teach them
girl work
and how to say their prayers.
The traces of mortar fire slowly fade from the city.
So many months have gone by!
...
But in my dreams I am looking at certain gentlemen
who sit around a conference table discussing exchange
rates,
discussing tankers and aircraft, and cornices
just about to fall as the bombs hit.
 
And I beg forgiveness of the Almighty Whoever He Is
for wishing them all a shining coffin
and four of the finest candles.
 
Again, Alex gambled everything since greatness or hopelessness were her only options. The web site of the Mujeres Libres would be a work of impossibly frustrated genius, since that was exactly what she felt at that moment. “And here’s your position on religion,” Alex said and again recited perfectly and with great feeling:
 
With her nylon veil
and electric crown,
with dry-cell batteries
in her breast, and a dismal smile,
she’s on display in all the shops
and on the dusty shelves of poor Catholics.
In New York City, above the bedstead
this white virgin watches over
the washstands of Negroes . . .
Crossbreed of Fatima and Lourdes,
lightweight model stamped “made in USA,”
with streaming hair and open hands,
she’s washable and shatterproof.
Comes in three colors
—white, pink, and blue—
available in three sizes
though even the big one is small.
There without angels,
virgin Virgin,
I’ve felt so bad for you
—pure virgin of plastic—
I can’t bring myself
To ask for one miracle.
 
The members of Mujeres Libres continued to observe Alex in silence. They would have sat at her feet for hours like children, listening to the words of the prophetess of poetry. “And if you want a position on materialism, even one on death, I’ll recite more poetry written entirely by Spanish women. The point is, every word of your mission will burn with inspiration; nothing will be mediocre!”
The women of Mujeres Libres looked at one another, nodding and smiling. “Compañera,” said the woman who had shouted at Alex, “I will personally, and with gratitude, write down every word you have recited, and it will become our mission statement.” She looked around at the other women, who nodded their agreement. “We’ll have the most striking, moving and original web site in all of Spain. Please forget what I said to you; I’m grateful that you’re here—a sane genius from one hell of a crazy country. Good work, compañera!”
“In fact,” said another woman, “you deserve a round of applause.” The women of Mujeres Libres gave Alex the loudest applause that had ever been heard in the house, accompanied by some high whistles, cheers, catcalls, two bazookas, and even ululations, since the Mujeres Libres were nothing if not anarchical. Alex only continued to look down, overcome, which was interpreted as abject humility in the face of unsought praise. In fact, Alex was thinking, may your web site sink to the bottom of the ocean; I just want the girl. The group then broke up and Alex’s former antagonist remained behind, writing down the anthem and poetry Alex had recited. Alex closed her eyes in deep relief and then, regaining courage, at last looked up at Sylvie and smiled wistfully and humbly.
Sylvie, who had followed the entire exchange in fascination, as had most women in the house, blushed and suddenly felt devastated. She realized that Alex had deeply impressed her, as well, and that wistful smile at the end was the perfect close to the performance. There was nothing arrogant, triumphant, or domineering in it; it only asked, dare I hope? Sylvie then became aware of intense, disturbing feelings towards Alex: already, she was proud of her and felt possessive. Worst of all, she knew that she had never failed to make love with anyone to whom she felt this powerful urge to appropriate and still worse, she had always done so at the first opportunity. 
Sylvie was now so distraught that she walked out of the room, went upstairs and sat on the bed she had shared with Ruth, touching the sheets upon which she had felt uncontrollable passion. Ruth was right, she thought, Alex will be my lover within twenty-four hours. She laughed at the absurdity of it, but it only increased her agitation and she walked downstairs and out the door, into the soft, cool night. At no point did she realize that Ruth had left her; Ruth’s prediction had so much presence that Sylvie did not feel alone.
Alex’s eyes followed Sylvie at each visible point. When she saw Sylvie leave, she swiftly asked if she could e-mail the lyrics to her beseecher and even add other poetry written by women so that the group could make the final choice. This was enthusiastically accepted; she had the address in her pocket and, fleet as a fox, she was out into the cool and forgiving, the unspeakably intriguing and erotic, night.
Sylvie had just turned the corner at the far end of the street, and Alex ran to the corner; then walked more slowly to her side. Sylvie was shocked to see Alex. “That was fast,” she said. “I thought you were reciting all that poetry again.”
“We just decided to e-mail,” Alex said in French. “Too much material.” She spoke French from then on, which further endeared her to Sylvie. 
Sylvie was silent a long time, then stared at Alex gravely. Alex basked in the stare that, such a short time before, had been a cutting dismissal. “Congratulations,” Sylvie finally said. “It will be a wonderful new web site. None of those women would ever have thought of it.” May all web sites rot in hell, Alex thought; I’ve got the girl. “Those poets are fascinating,” Sylvie continued. “I want to read them all and even illustrate them.”
“I’d be delighted to give you my books, Sylviane,” Alex said. I’ll give you anything you’ll accept, she thought. Alex smiled and looked at Sylvie with great tenderness. She wanted to kiss her and stroke her cheek. She did not look victorious, Sylvie again noted.
As Sylvie finally looked away, she thought, Ruth was right. She’s perfect for me. “Please call me Sylvie,” she said.
“Could I call you?” Alex asked.
Sylvie only sighed. “Ruth and I swore off our cell phones for the summer. It’s locked in her glove compartment. Too, I hate all the zombies walking around with their cell phones, bumping into one another, seeing nothing of any value. At some point, I’ll probably throw the damned thing away.”
“Well, could you come out with me tomorrow, say afternoon and evening, see the city, have dinner?”
“I’d love to,” said Sylvie. “I’ll paint all morning. We can go after that.” She smiled up at Alex. I know what you’re asking, she thought, and I will, even if it’s up against a wall in an alley. She laughed and said, “We should go back. They don’t know where we are,” meaning Ruth and Monserrat.
“Ah, them.” Alex was silent, then she decided to continue being risky. “You know, Monserrat told me I could not possibly have a committed relationship with a woman of her age; that I would have to leave her very soon for a younger woman with whom I could share my life.”
Sylvie laughed uproariously. “Ruth said the same thing to me, the exact words even.”
I sure hope she means it, Alex thought.
Those arrogant bitches, Sylvie thought. They think they’re goddesses, knowing everything. Of course, they were right, but that is entirely beyond the point.
Well that settles it, Alex thought. They walked up the stairs to Monserrat’s house and rejoined the groups. Without thinking, Sylvie took Alex’s arm. Alex closed her eyes and thought she might faint from pleasure. It was perfect, every piece in place, as Monserrat conceived it before, when it seemed impossible and chaotic to everyone else.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were together in the gazebo during the encounter between Mujeres Libres, Alex and Sylvie. Ruth felt very young and light on her feet as she approached the gazebo; she nearly ran. Monserrat was smiling and luminous when she entered. They immediately embraced, like women who had known one another for years and been inexplicably separated. “I’m so glad you’ve come to me,” Monserrat said.
“I am, too,” Ruth said. She looked at the intricate design of the gazebo’s surface in the moonlight. It seemed to be a palace of the forest ordered by tangled vines, flowers, trees, even a canopy, waiting only for them and silvered by the moon. “It’s a place of enchantment, and you are very beautiful.”
“Can you give her up so easily?” Monserrat asked.
“I already have. Only a fool would interfere with young love and at her age; she really must have someone to blunder with.”
“Alex will do that very well. She has already started blundering with her.” They both laughed. “But, how will you feel at the moment she leaves?”
“Instantly, a knife in the heart. The world is that beautiful. But then, will you be there?”
“Oh, yes,” Monserrat said.
“Then I will find my good fortune scarcely believable.” She traced one finger down the soft inside of Monserrat’s arm. And it was as simple as that: they became lovers. They kissed passionately and held one another like young lovers. 
You’re the one I’ll never leave, Ruth thought. 
You’re the one, Monserrat thought.
When they separated again, Ruth said, “Tomorrow, let’s see the city together. After all that’s happened to me since Katia died, I have the strangest feeling of being homesick for your home.”
“Then you know it’s your home, too. Of course, we might cross paths with them.”
“We are all protected by a sense of humor and by love.”
They kissed again and touched one another’s faces. “Isn’t it an adventure, always, women’s love?” Ruth asked.
“Yes, I have no idea what will happen. There are no limits.”
That’s it exactly, Ruth thought, no limits, pure adventure. Like the house. “It happens immediately or never, and means everything or nothing,” she said.
“Yes, always like that. It’s magical,” said Monserrat. Their hands moved gratefully over their new bodies, now baptized as lovers. Ruth felt a voluptuous shape that bent itself completely and unexpectedly to her body. She kissed Monserrat’s neck and breasts. Monserrat felt a trim, muscular, large-boned body that seemed Greek and held her fiercely. They would have made love then if they were not so close to the others.
“After a day or two, come away with me to Cadaqués,” Monserrat said.
“Is it a secret place?”
“Oh, yes.”
“Do you hide it or rather, who has been there?”
“Only Damiana, my lover who died.”
“No one else at all? Not Alex?”
“No. Only my beloved can come there.”
“Then I’m homesick for it, too.”
Inside the house, the evening was drawing to a close and, as often occurred, a few members of different groups stayed behind, joining what became a large, animated and irreverent group discussion among women on any subject that crossed their minds. Alex and Sylvie stood watching this group. Franco, always referred to as El Caudillo, had somehow become the subject. Some women from the journalist’s group and the fiction writers’ group were present, and these two groups loved to bait one another, attempting to prove, in a contest that no one took seriously, whether journalists or fiction writers were more imaginative. One of the journalists began the mock contest. “I heard that El Caudillo was really gay. All his attempts to domineer women occurred because he had no idea what to do with them.”
One of the fiction writers immediately took up the bait. “That’s right, of course. I heard that the American FBI chief, J. Edgar Hoover, was his lover. Hoover came to Madrid all the time to fuck El Caudillo. Their sex began with the inherent ferocity of a double dictatorship but then, over time, they grew to trust one another. Then they became romantic. They did a lot of nude sun bathing on the Costa del Sol since El Caudillo could have any beach cleared out by arresting everyone else. They screwed tenderly in all the hidden coves of Cadaqués.”
Another fiction writer instantly continued the banter. “I heard that one day, they went to the Dali Museum and decided that they were the two most powerful dictators and the two greatest absurdists of the twentieth century. They arranged to have their bodies stuffed by a taxidermist after their deaths and put on display as the major exhibit in the Dali Museum. When they went back to El Caudillo’s palace, they wore pink silk gowns all the time and admired one another’s secret femininity. Finally, they demanded that a fallen priest marry them. After the ceremony, El Caudillo shot the priest in the head for having desecrated the Catholic religion.”
The contest seemed to have been soundly won by the fiction writers, but one of the women from the media professionals group, who had never seen the bantering contest before, made an irrelevant comment. “You’re making all that up. Aren’t they, Alex?”
Alex, who was a member of the fiction writers’ group, wanted to maintain the mood of levity. “The sign of the greatest writers is that when they describe their own knowledge and experience, they have no idea what is true or false because they’ve done so much embroidering. So, these stories are all both true and false; they heard and did not hear these things.”
One of the gypsies, a woman who called herself Libre, growled in a froggy voice, “So does that mean you’ve told someone that you fucked the black cat sculpture in the Raval?” Libre wore her hair in an orange-tinted Mohawk and was the lover of Pilar, a gypsy in the fiction writers’ group.
“No,” said Alex. “That cat is too butch for me, and it has the face of a Catalan saint. I find the elephant in Cuitadella Park more sexually appealing—all those curves.”
The journalists and fiction writers were bored with this intrusion and wanted to finish their contest. “Actually, I heard El Caudillo kept a bunch of castrati at his palace to handle his wives, who had formed a harem,” said one of the journalists.
“I heard he woke up one day as a cockroach,” countered one of the fiction writers. “It took the military ten hours to squash him, after which Spain was liberated. So, it took Kafka to finally liberate Spain, the only logical outcome for a country so full of rigid religious and political beliefs.”
Another fiction writer decided to administer the coup de grace. “I heard that one day, he woke up covered with orifices. They began to drip and he was filled with horror and wanted to die. Instead, immediate use was made of his ‘readiness.’ The palace guards began fucking his many orifices at once and even the castrati and the women got involved. He had so many orgasms at the same time that he died a happy man.”
Pilar, the gypsy girl who was one of the house’s strongest personalities and a favorite of Monserrat, said, “Tonight, ladies, you are really raw, just the way I love you. You’re the real women of Spain.”
One of the artists commented, “I’m going to paint him as a cockroach. His face will be very recognizable.”
Another of the artists said, “I definitely prefer to paint him covered with orifices. We give our thanks to the fiction writers for the most shameless absurdities.”
One of the journalists was still unwilling to give up. “I heard he kept women chained in dungeons in his palace, like Medieval Spain. One night, they got loose. They ran, shrieking, all over the palace in their rags, found him, and tore him apart. It was like Orpheus except they fed the pieces to the pigs.”
“Not exactly,” said one of the fiction writers. “Most of that happened, of course—a shining moment in Spanish history—but they actually made a stew of him. This dried out and hardened somewhat, and they then created loaves of bread from it. This was given to the Catholic Church for Communion, where it was highly prized.”
The fiction writers silently declared themselves victorious, and the house began to empty. Suddenly, Ruth was at Sylvie’s side. She smiled and said, “Well, what do you think of the house and its atmosphere?”
Sylvie laughed out loud. “Of course, I love it! It’s a whole house full of women who break every rule in the book.” She was then silent and thoughtful. “I’ve never been part of an atmosphere like this before. Are feminists and lesbians always like this?”
“It only takes a place to meet and the freedom to speak. Then they are similar the world over, or so I’ve always thought. There’s a place in Paris, too.”
“I must find it.”
Alex decided it would be best for her to leave then. “See you tomorrow,” she said to Sylvie with a smile.
“Oh, yes,” Sylvie said, smiling back.
Ruth decided to say as little as possible about a relationship that was just beginning. Later, when they were preparing to sleep and Sylvie pressed Ruth for her opinion of Alex, she said, “Alex reminds me of myself when I was her age, including the occasional awkwardness.” This deeply impressed Sylvie, since she thought of Ruth as the most flexible, sophisticated and self-possessed person she had ever known. Then they made love as passionately as ever. I’m not at all sure how this ends, Sylvie thought. I can’t sleep with both of them at the same time. It’s right on schedule, Ruth thought, just as it should be.



 
AT THAT MOMENT, Monserrat and Alex were in bed together in another room, quite near Sylvie and Ruth. “I’m going out with her tomorrow, afternoon and evening,” Alex said.
“I’m so glad, Alex,” Monserrat said. “Take the night at least or even a few days if she wants to. I already know that you want to.”
“Was I that obvious at lunch?”
“You might have fooled some men but women? Never.” They both laughed. “Keep in mind, though, that she will test you,” Monserrat continued, “and she’s creative enough that no one can possibly predict what it will be like.”
Alex sighed. “I’ve already been tested! You have no idea what an obnoxious evening I’ve had. Mujeres Libres jumped all over me for being American. I could only shut them up by imagining a magnificent new web site for them. It was all silly, of course, but Sylvie would never have become interested in me if it hadn’t happened. What a mess! I don’t know how I survived it.”
Monserrat did not smile, as Alex expected. “The real test hasn’t even begun yet, Alex, but it surely will tomorrow. What happened tonight was only enough to engage her interest. You want her love.”
“Are you serious? Why is she so much trouble?”
“She has been with a lot of men who’ve tried to dominate her. She sent them packing, but she’s still very angry about it. She will want you to prove that you’re completely different.”
“How do you know so much about Sylvie?”
“She reminds me of myself when I was her age.”
“Oh . . . yes. I can see that.” Alex was thoughtful and then became dreamy again. “Well, I’m ready for her.”
“Stay ready when it gets really wild, because it will. Your girl is part tigress, at least for now.”
“What’s underneath all that?”
“Maternal feelings, I would guess. She will want to have a child at some point. If I were young today, I would have children. In my day, it seemed impossible. But, Sylvie doesn’t want anyone to manipulate those feelings, which run deep. My guess is, she despises the childishness of men who need to dominate a woman.”
“Will she always be part tigress?”
“No. If she’s in a good relationship, she will become very loving, supportive and maternal.”
“Wow,” said Alex with a sigh. She was shocked by Monserrat’s description. “Wow. It would have taken me years to figure that out.” They made love tenderly, as they always had, with empty minds, brimming hearts, and a deep sense of what pleased the other. Alex’s last thought was, how much longer for this? It’s so lovely. Can I really give Monserrat up for a gorgeous tigress that wants kittens?



 
IN THE MIDDLE of the night, Alex woke up in a state of excitement after powerful dreams. She put on a robe, went to a room that had been functioning as her study, and opened a notebook she used for her ideas on a great novel she meant to write. She had been fascinated by Ruth’s description of the book she was writing and found its ideas relevant to the novel.
The early twenty-first century, she wrote, is a time of traumatic change in every sense—economic, political, psychological, technological, environmental, cultural—and the novel’s narrative structure must reflect this. My intuitive sense of my time, in terms relevant to narrative, is disorientation in the order of beginnings and endings. Our civilization exhibits the strong potential for a catastrophic end and a new beginning or transformation, both of which may occur almost simultaneously. The novel should therefore begin with the end, which is foremost in my thoughts as fear. It should proceed to the beginning, which is shadowy but implicit in the end. It must end in the middle, as all life does. Chronological time will therefore be preserved in the story or narrative.
The end and the beginning are inherently a cry of the heart and demand first person narration from a highly intelligent female character that I will temporarily call Ruth. The middle, which will come last, is more erratic emotionally, full of ups and downs, as life is. The narrative should hence shift to third person or omniscient narration, staying close to the thoughts of all characters but not drowning in a stream-of-consciousness, which would undermine the intellectual position and narrative theory. Whole scenes can consist of the characters’ thoughts that respond to one another as an elegant ballet, with little dialogue or action.
The intellectual position of the novel should reflect the imminent catastrophe (and human moral failure to prevent it) envisioned by Ruth. Her ideas draw together all the forces active in the trauma of today into a single theory that displays the biological basis of our conflicts in primatology. The intellectual position will rarely appear as such in the story; the narrative can only be about the lives of women living today. Though the intellectual position of the novel is tragic, the story will nonetheless have strong comic elements. The ridiculous and the sublime will always be in close proximity, as they are in life.
The novel’s vision or its visionary potential should be capable of viewing art and nature holistically, as my artist friends do, because this vision has moral strength. To completely revere the earth, as art does, is to save it. The novel should even look directly into the mind of an artist frequently and capture the moment of creation.
The novel will assert itself against most American literary fiction, which I see as anti-intellectual (even modestly intellectual fiction will be called pretentious, at least by critics in the media), relatively emotionless, and very much a product of the university writing schools. They sabotage a writer’s boldness of vision and intelligence, which require a leap of faith, intellect and energy, rather than an appearance at a seminar of critics. I want my characters to reflect the women I know, all of whom are intelligent, ambitious, and often charismatic. I want them as real and vivid as my friends, the women who meet in this house. In fact, I want this amazing house to be a character, the intelligence and drama of the lives of women who come here portrayed exclusive of the major characters’ perception of them. I don’t find the women I know in any American fiction of today. The portrayal of women who are ambitious, self-confidant and exploratory is virtually non-existent in world literature. 
In fact, I find no novelist anywhere who will grapple with issues as broad, compelling and important as what I heard from Ruth today. We truly have no reason to go to bed at night and expect our civilization to be there in the morning. Almost all literary fiction is concerning itself with relative trivia while human beings are in process of rapidly destroying the fine web of ecological relationships that allow the inherently fragile natural and civilized worlds to exist. If I do not write this novel, no one else will.
Now, how on earth do I write this book? Alex stared into space, sighed and realized that she had a headache. She decided to take two acetaminophen and go back to sleep; so quickly, she concluded, has the ridiculous followed the sublime.



 
THE NEXT DAY, both couples—Alex and Sylvie, Ruth and Monserrat—were in the Gothic Quarter in the late morning for the very few hours that sunlight could penetrate its narrow streets surrounded by steep buildings. Lanterns, nineteenth-century in appearance, also lit the dark, cramped cobblestone streets at all times. It is a Medieval and Baroque urban jungle with spidery Gothic embroidery at the edges, Ruth thought, and it held what were short, brutish lives with minds void but for a hysteria called religion. Many in America would return us there. She and Monserrat had been walking the streets for some time when Monserrat brought her into the Gothic Cathedral of Barcelona and finally to a statue of Saint Eulalia, one of the city’s patron saints.
“I know you want to see women represented in art,” Monserrat said, smiling.
“Oh, yes,” Ruth answered. “They are the endangered species in all religions and definitely to be noted for that reason. Is that why you brought me here?”
“No, actually, the cloister is one of my favorite places.” 
They entered the adjoining cloister to find an open-air courtyard with a fountain and pond. Suddenly, there was color, open sky and, as they sat beside the fountain, a flock of white geese who lived there and paraded in a stately line around the pond as though they were protectors of the premises. They smiled in delight. “I would never have expected this—indoor birds that look like guardians against human sacrilege,” Ruth said.
“I knew you would like it, since you are something of a guardian of the earth, too. Now, I want to know everything about you, everything you think.”
“You sound like my guardian. First, there’s what I just thought of.” Ruth looked around and saw that they were alone; then she kissed Monserrat and, on impulse, took her hand in hers and plunged both into the fountain. “I was thinking that you should be loved a bit in your favorite city places and I just baptized our love here. That’s the first thing I thought of doing. Then it occurred to me that this is the first moment the cathedral has seemed spiritual to me, just because we are in the open air, birds and water are present, it is a place you love and I can love you.”
“What a romantic zoologist you are, with definite pagan tendencies. The geese are an old Roman custom that the church preserved.”
“I want to know everything about you, too. What are you thinking?”
“That you are unique.”
“But you’ve been with so many artists and creative people. Hasn’t one of them thought you should be kissed beside some geese?”
“Not a guardian. There are very few of you, apparently; I don’t know of another. Damiana and I once made love at night in one of the church pews of the nave we just left, close to the high altar.” They both laughed at the thought of it.
“Don’t give me ideas like that. I’ll want to repeat them. Did you like it?”
“It was extreme in every way. There was a terrible storm outside and we were wet. It was very cold, very uncomfortable, very exciting and we were both very young.”
“Youth can’t be repeated. I will have to come up with something else.”
“You already have. What else have you responded to in the Gothic Quarter?”
“The animal sculpture. You’ll find that I always notice the animals and women first, a partly zoological habit. But, the animals seem far more striking here than the sculpture of humans. The people are unmoving, rigid, iconic. But, just in the few streets we’ve walked, I’ve seen dragons, lions, horses and gargoyles that look far more interesting and, oddly enough, more human, too. Their eyes are round with fascination and excitement, their mouths open in awe, their fur and tails swirling and coiled. They show energy and passion, the world’s real powers. They exhibit the cosmic element here, not human religion, and as a spiritual belief, that fits me like an ancient glove.” 
“Now you both amaze and delight me. You are definitely a pagan. We will have to keep a forest of passionate animals in Barcelona.”
“No, just take me to more of your favorite places. That will keep me entertained very well.”
“Will you think I should be loved in them all?”
“Oh, yes! Any animal would agree.”



 
AT THAT MOMENT, Sylvie and Alex were walking the narrow streets of the Gothic Quarter, too, watching the shock of improbable overhead sunlight on the blackened stones. Sylvie was wearing low heels and a deep-necked dress that was red and black with abstract patterns on silk fabric. She had partially pulled back the thick, curly mane of her dark hair, leaving smaller curls around her neck. Consciously, she had not obscured the voluptuousness of her body and she had dressed simply but seductively for Alex; the effect was turning nearly every male head that passed. Many women also watched her carefully and with intense curiosity. Sylvie was focused on Alex and the city, however, and paid no attention to the subtle commotion she was causing.
Alex found Sylvie’s beauty so distracting that her role as guide was becoming increasingly difficult. Often, she looked at Sylvie and felt that her beauty caused actual physical pain and a soft, mute confusion. This was followed by intense delight, followed by a bit of nausea, followed by a fierce determination to master herself, followed by complete failure to do so. The paradoxical result was a sense of the dark space as lit up with brilliant energy. I’m going to have to get used to being very, very excited when I’m with her, she thought. Nothing will be calm or easy for the foreseeable future.
Sylvie smiled and thought her emotions are so absurdly easy to manipulate that I really must be very gentle and careful with her. She smiled up at Alex, and Alex felt radiant warmth coming from the object of her adoration. In unabashed joy, Alex thought, I wouldn’t be surprised if a mountain suddenly fell on what is objectively this wretched little black pothole of a Gothic Quarter.
Sylvie suddenly stopped and looked all around her. Her face reflected intense emotion and intellectual focus, almost a hungry look, as Alex noted. This narrow street of blackened soot is joined above by two stone bridges connecting the buildings on either side of the street, Sylvie thought. The sunlight falling on it is so extreme that it softens the edges of some of the most intricate and convoluted latticework I’ve ever seen. The light has edges of gold; all else is black looming over a river of diffuse white color, becoming an eye into the past, gold-tinged. These blackened stones of steep buildings and streets are obviously intended to suggest spiritual striving yet truly, in their ancient darkness, they are spider webs spun at the most frenetic pace, a spiritual night in tangled, half-organic lines. Such Gothic tracery is where the energy of striving lies. The Holy Fathers are huge, fat black spiders springing their webs and lures, pikes and lances into this claustrophobic urban space, only to enmesh superstitious, pathetic and frightened souls for centuries of hell in which the spirit is nothing but mute black stone. I will paint this street with giant black spiders clinging to the walls and hidden in corners of pure filth. Any human presence must show extreme contrast, like this blaze of noon light. The solution is simple and elegant: lines of nude women holding hands will dance their way over these streets and bridges, oblivious to the spiders and their Gothic reach. All the cramped surfaces, spider stratagems and churchly concerns, will be released into sensuality. Yes! That is how I will paint it. Sylvie’s face relaxed and she looked up at Alex.
“What was that?” Alex asked. “You suddenly looked at everything so seriously, intensely. You went somewhere else. It was fascinating. Where did you go?”
Sylvie laughed. “Ruth has observed that, too. I’m imagining a painting I want to do when that happens. She says I look like a wolf drooling over a lamb. Your description is much subtler and kinder to me. Thank you.”
Alex only uttered an “ah” of surprise and pleasure that she had said something in a more appealing way than Ruth. Sylvie smiled and thought she is so ridiculously easy to please. I really must take care of her. She took Alex’s arm, and Alex instantly turned her head away to hide the look of childish delight on her face. Yes, touch me, she thought. Lean on me, please!
I am leading a young faun or a foal, Sylvie thought. I have never felt anything quite like this with a man. Of course, she would be self-possessed and mature if she were not so besotted with me. Her intellect is very impressive, and perhaps I have done no one a favor by wearing this dress. On the other hand, since I knew I was dressing for my new lover and that I would give her the pleasure of taking my clothes off me tonight, I wanted them to be nice. Après moi le déluge! Besotted men only annoy me but then, they are always trying to dominate me. What on earth is happening? Is this beautiful city a love potion? What will this woman be like as a lover? She can barely control herself. When I show her that her attraction is returned a few hours from now, she will probably jump on me. Sylvie laughed softly as they strolled over the dark streets.
I have never found Gothic buildings erotic before, Alex thought, but with this woman, by-god, they are! Gothic tracery is now nothing but couplings of lovers, astounding and contorted shapes copulating without cease! Webs, stones, shadows, lances, grills of iron—pitch black and infernal—are becoming pornography! What is this woman doing to my mind? At some point, I am going to pounce on her like a wild animal!



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were still in the Gothic Quarter, looking out at the area from a cathedral roof. The view was full of towers, crosses, cupolas and patron saints in close proximity. “We have ascended to all that really exists of heaven,” Ruth said. “What do you see?”
“We’ve intruded upon a Catholic chess game played by the holy saints who don’t exist. The pieces on the board are towers, cupolas and patron saints.”
Ruth laughed. “Yes, I can see that, even their vanished holinesses.” Sylvie would think of something like it, she thought. “What else do you see?”
“Old friends, old haunts, definitely not heaven and then, though I don’t know why, freedom. What else do you see?”
“I am most struck by the colors and the light since everything below looks like black and white photography at this time of day. The tops of these buildings are shades of yellow, orange, brown, even pink, the colors of clay, though everything is made of stone. The colors seem to be those of the city itself and therefore a quality of the light. The clay-colored stones never shine or reflect light; they drink the light and color, like clay. Barcelona seems to be a city of earthen clay. These same buildings are black and gray below, reaching for the sky in a facile spirituality. From here, you can see the reality: the pure expanse of sky—and yes, it’s freedom, too—and the colors. The great horizontal of nature reclaims the world and the spirit, making religion paltry. You could go walking over these roofs, drink wine, have a picnic, and we should do it sometime. And then we could . . .”
“Could what? You were going to say it’s a great place to make love.”
Ruth laughed but felt startled. “Apparently, you can read my mind. I better watch what I think.”
“I’ll bring a blanket and pillows next time.”
“That would be lovely! As lovers, we would become women of the earthen clay, and this clay of Catholicism, after all its failed religion, would pleasure itself.”
Monserrat laughed. “Once again, you are unique.”
“Plain old bawdy, if you ask me. Is this one of your favorite places?”
“Yes.” Ruth kissed Monserrat, who pressed her body into Ruth’s large, lean frame.
“If you keep doing that, which I love, I will have to make love to you here without blankets and pillows.”
“Wait until tonight, my love. Show your restraint and chivalry, in spite of the exorbitant temptations I present to you.”
“Clay is only clay, I’m afraid. I will take every temptation you offer me.”



 
ALEX AND SYLVIE were outside Casa Battló, beginning Sylvie’s discovery of Gaudi. “This is a good building for a first look at Gaudi’s architecture,” Alex said.
“Oh, this really is a delight!” Sylvie said. “What a child he is and what a dragon and what a clam and even a sea scallop. One day, he must have crawled out of the ocean and decided to entertain those fools walking upright who were so impossibly self-centered. I could go on and on. You’re a writer; what do you see?”
“Unfortunately, I thought of Disneyland’s iconic castle when I first saw it but then, in abject humiliation, I looked more carefully. In a way, it’s a story, a fairy tale.”
“Oh, please tell me your fairy tale! I see everything in colors and images. You must see things differently.”
“You will have to pay the storyteller.”
“Of course,” Sylvie said and smiled, thinking, I will have given you my body before this day is done, which is what you really want.
“Well, there was a princess, dreaming underwater. She knew it was trite to be a princess, so she deliberately made herself more creative and unique by falling asleep underwater, which had never been done in a fairy tale before. Everything was blue and green, and all the things around her seemed to be rising from the ocean floor, just like the facade of Casa Battló. Suddenly she sensed a great mystery in the world: it seemed that she was being entertained, even wooed, by someone invisible to her. It must be a prince, she thought, since she was very modern and knew she lived in a fairy tale. The balconies over the windows were conches and frog faces, just as you see them on Casa Battló, and they begged to be eaten. The circles on the facade seemed to be golden coins blowing upward like bubbles. She had only to cup her hands and receive limitless treasure from the prince as well as satisfaction of her needs. And, when she saw the tower of Casa Battló, which looks like a very plump cross on top of an ice-cream cone, she knew that all of her aspirations and strivings would be fulfilled, too, since carrying her cross would be as easy as eating an ice-cream cone. 
“She had only to accept the prince as her husband, sight-unseen. So she did. Then the prince came to her, shaking the facade, for the prince was the building itself. Then all, all was revealed to her: the prince was a great, round oceanic dragon like Casa Battló. The roof was his back, covered with scales. The circles were not coins but reptilian markings on his skin. The balconies were not conches or frog faces, but his many tentacles. The windows were his many eyes and mouths, rectangular just to be more unique and dreadful. He was standing before her, ready to carry off his bride. The story ends in horror: the princess had agreed to marry a monster!”
Sylvie smiled throughout and then laughed at its close. “Let’s go inside. Maybe we’ll find her there, half-digested.”
Inside, Sylvie walked around in a state of astonishment and was silent. Alex enjoyed simply watching and following her. “I’ve studied Gaudi, of course, and seen photos of his buildings before, but this is my first time for the real thing,” she finally said. She thought, all is spherical; the horizontal and vertical have been annihilated, yet it is a building and I am in Wonderland. The gallery and largest window are pure oceanic wave honed from wood and stained glass, blue and green for the sea. It looks more like biological cells or floating sea creatures than a living-room window. The rounded ceilings and relatively straight pillars look more like the shapeless oceanic being kindly moving his bulk so that we can pass. I see a stairway shaped like a vine or sea scallop leading to a floor that does not exist. 
The real stairway is equally undulant and flanked by octopus eyes and tentacles. We walk upstairs and in doing so pass an irrelevant pillar that seems to be floating in air; it looks like an Egyptian god crossed with a winged insect, poised to dive into water. The next floor has a hearth in the shape of a cave and a ribbed roof like an animal’s mouth. It utters the law of all animals: come eat and be eaten. And out the window is the roof—oh, what a thing! It definitely shows the dragon’s backbone with blue scales on one side and smooth orange on the other only to be eccentric, a dragon and its photonegative. It makes me feel like a very young child. I believe that I can just walk out this window and sit on the dragon’s back, take the ice-cream cone for myself, flicking the cross off with one fingernail, and fly away. What a wonderful, unexpected creature of a building to find in Catholic Spain!
Then, for the first time since entering the building, she became aware of Alex, who was just standing and looking at her. They were holding hands like children. From the silly smiles on their faces, they both realized that they had been entertained to the point of ecstasy, Sylvie by Gaudi and Alex by Sylvie. Alex had hardly taken her eyes off Sylvie throughout their exploration of the house.
“And now you must pay the storyteller,” Alex said quietly.
“The story teller must seize me and take her payment.” And, there was their first kiss, in the most perfect place and moment. It did not seem to end. Sylvie felt a lean body that towered over hers but was muscular and held her tightly, reaching and touching everywhere, overwhelming her slowly. Alex felt the body of a Hindu goddess, alive and pliant. Slowly, Sylvie realized that Alex had maneuvered them against a wall in a dark corner, and she was glad for that because she would have fallen over. Urgent words they would never have predicted escaped from them. “Tonight!” Alex almost shouted and looked like a maniac.
“Oh, yes!” said Sylvie. She was breathless. “Sooner!”
Without a word, Alex took her hand and rapidly led her out of Casa Battló. I think I am going to find that sex maniacs can be adorable, provided they are women, Sylvie thought.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were standing outside of Casa Battló for one last look at its facade. They had already seen the interior and also visited another building designed by Gaudi called La Pedrera. A few hours had passed since Sylvie and Alex had left.
“Well, my love, what do you see now in Gaudi?” Monserrat asked.
“I see a message from the universe saying that all life curves like a wave, turns spherical and comes from the sea, a scientific fact made into a bakery confection with astounding ingredients: dragons, waves, worms, tides, bits of masks, textures of flesh but also rich cloth like satins, brocades, and amassed spider webs. What have you seen?”
“That and more in the confection: cushions, origami, beans, confetti, a big ice-cream cone in that tower in front of us, at La Pedrera columns like stamens of flowers or legs of crustaceans and a house based on the image of the wave and the spiral. It would seem impossible for the whole world to be incorporated into a house, but this is precisely what Gaudi wants to do.”
“Now you really have me thinking or rather seeing, you absolutely brilliant artist!” Ruth said. “There’s more; you’re right: bubbles, eerie musical instruments I do not know playing sounds of life underwater, animal cries by the seashore, that immense metal profusion of spider-webs that serves as a doorknob at La Pedrera, those chimneys on the roof that look like children of the gods of Easter Island, a light fixture as a million webs assembled and draped by a fashion designer, the annihilation of the most common human symbols—the cross, the symmetrical arch and pillar. It all says humans, you can only go so far, achieve so much. I am here not to conquer but to encompass you, unify you (which you badly need, breaking into fragments of thought so readily); but more, I am here to astonish you and make you laugh, as an infant does when it is surprised. I will tease you, tantalize you. I am childish laughter incarnate in stone.”
“Oh my, now you’ve really got me thinking as well as seeing,” Monserrat said. “Yes, the buildings speak and they say, you think that I am art, but I am nature looking back at you. How could you ever have thought that you control me? It is I who make you strive for meaning, create symbols and art, but here’s my real trick: I take them all back and render them into myself, my body that is the world. Yes, I will tease and tantalize you, even tickle you. I will laugh with and at you.”
“It reminds me of the Gaia hypothesis,” Ruth said, “a scientific theory that the earth is in fact alive. All of its life processes, taken together, comprise a living organism with its own evolutionary path. More than any other artist I know, it is Gaudi who unleashes this idea. He astonishes and delights us but more, he reminds us of a primordial memory we had as children, when we truly believed that all we saw was alive. Animism becomes not a primitive concept, but a modern one.”
“You are an absurdly brilliant woman, both a scientist and an artist!” Monserrat said.
“You’re making me into the artist,” Ruth said and thought, Sylvie did that, too. She was a major spark in my transformation. I gave her so much but I took from her, too. I wonder what is happening to Sylvie at this moment.



 
“THAT I WANT very slowly, my maniac love,” Sylvie at that moment was saying to Alex as Alex began to undress her. Alex had taken Sylvie to a hotel she chose for its name, “Pension Dali,” its eighteenth-century windows, its cheap price suitable for artists and scholars, the noise outside the window since it was somehow at the center of the world, and because the room was filled almost entirely by a very large, very soft bed, exactly where she wanted to be with Sylvie.
Alex instantly understood that Sylvie found it erotic to be undressed and this, in turn, she found erotic. She kissed Sylvie’s thighs and moved her hand into her underpants while lowering them slightly and then returned to removing her brassiere. I will take hours at it if she wants it, Alex thought as she kissed Sylvie’s breasts, which were even fuller than she had imagined. She felt a tremendous energy and knew she could fill many hours in all parts of the ritual of love. She was as slow, reverential and naked as a poem before this woman, nearly denuded, that she so loved and desired. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, and you have the body of a Hindu goddess,” Alex said.
“Which goddess am I?” Sylvie asked.
“Parvati,” Alex said and began to kiss Sylvie’s shoulders. “You’re definitely not Durga. Ultimately you are Uma,” and then Alex was lost in Sylvie’s breasts and navel. The underpants were now gone and Alex caressed Sylvie’s genitals lightly, which caused her to groan.
Then Sylvie laughed. “You’ve forgotten to take your own clothes off, my maniac love. I’m doing my best with these buttons, but I am failing due to a monumental distraction.”
“You made me forget; it was your goddess-like power.” Alex shifted her efforts immediately to her shirt and pants and then was rid of them all at a remarkable speed. Now she is very clever in desire, Sylvie thought. I like that.
Then they were naked and free together. Alex’s hands were everywhere, caressing and kneading Sylvie’s skin, relaxing every muscle of the body she worshiped, needing only to feel its most intense response. I should roll over on top of her, Sylvie thought and then forgot. “What do you like best, my goddess?” Alex asked.
“You. Lie on top of me, first. I want to feel you completely.” Alex smiled and uttered an “ah” of pleasure. Sylvie felt the whole weight of this woman who was so much taller than she and the hands that were everywhere, exactly where she responded most and then carefully, lightly. Sylvie forgot everything but these adept hands and the tall body that loved and adored her. With her arms and legs, she embraced this body that felt magnificent to her and began to respond.
This woman is no maniac, Sylvie thought; she perfectly channels her desire. You are a complete surprise, my love. You seem to be hearing a slow, ancient rhythm, a deep drum, a crude pipe, the sound never to be ignored. You’ve mesmerized me with it. I’m already breathless and making sound, not loud, not yet. In time, Alex circled Sylvie’s labia with her knuckle and then took her clitoris into her mouth while lightly caressing her nipples. Then Sylvie’s cries began.
The ritual of love was repeated again and again, in many different ways. I’m not stopping until she passes out, Alex thought.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were walking barefoot on the beach of the Mediterranean late in the afternoon. They had seen two giant outdoor sculptures, and Monserrat was very interested in Ruth’s responses to them. They passed directly beside a sculpture by Rebecca Horn that looked like a tall stack of black boxes leaning over slightly. “I’d call it ‘The Leaning Tower of Boxes,’” Ruth said, “and it makes me think of the Ka’ba portrayed in a realistic light with religious weaknesses exposed. There’s inherent mystery in not knowing what’s inside a black box, especially a tower of them. So, it can be placed here on the seaside like the Polynesian island gods. White boxes would never have the same effect. Is that what you wanted to know?”
“Yes,” Monserrat said. “I’ve seen these city sculptures so many times that I no longer respond to them. Your thoughts are very unusual.”
Later, in the distance they saw a very colorful outdoor sculpture entitled “Barcelona Head” by Roy Lichtenstein. Again, Monserrat pressed Ruth for her reaction. “I’d call it ‘Neon Lipstick Barcelona.’ It looks like a pleasure boat becoming a man becoming a woman becoming a dervish becoming polka dots and stripes becoming pop art. Of course, you could just call it pop art. It says wild fun, excitement, hedonism, a part for both men and women, the world turning around in your head, all in a beautiful city on water. It’s closer to what Barcelona really is and probably more famous. As two giant artworks by the sea, the colorful head is a lively lighthouse guiding you toward the city whereas the black box tower is a silent god looking out to sea in search of older truths.”
Monserrat smiled and said, “I am starting to think of you as Odysseus as well as a guardian.”
“I can think of nothing better than to come home to you.”
They put their shoes on and then walked around in Barceloneta, the old fishermen’s district. At sunset, they stopped at a restaurant with outdoor tables and ordered dinner and a bottle of the local wine. A cool breeze was now blowing in from the invisible Mediterranean, and they enjoyed the subtle presence of the sea through the more intimate senses of smell, touch and sound.
“Yes,” Monserrat was saying as they touched their wineglasses. “It is the most wonderful toast, ‘to the beauty of life,’ krasna život. I have never heard of it before.”
“I am a collector of wonderful immaterial things,” Ruth said. “In time, I’ll show you my whole collection.” They laughed.
“How do you know this toast?”
“I learned it from a young Czech-American woman whose grandparents were from Prague and Bohemia. She had somehow gotten herself stranded on Cape Horn, a horrible black rock of an island that is technically the beginning of Antarctica. She had missed a ferry back to Ushuaia, my hometown in Argentina. Katia and I were on the ferry that fished her up. She was drinking from a wine bottle in her backpack and yelling the most furious, ornate and original curses I’ve ever heard; and I’ve heard plenty of seamen’s curses in my time. They were literary, mythic, Biblical, and eschatological. Her mood changed remarkably when we rescued her, of course, and then Katia and I had a long conversation with her on the way back to Ushuaia. She was a fascinating woman from New York City who wanted to visit the end of the world, as most travelers to Ushuaia do. She was on a trip around the world, alone and on the cheap, which is not the safest way to see the world, and she intended to use her material in a novel about a woman wanderer. She heard the toast in Prague and said it was common throughout the Bohemian countryside. We all agreed that the Czech people had originated the world’s finest toast, which is one step in achieving the finest attitude toward living. In Ushuaia, we get all ethnicities and states of being, as is no doubt true of New York City, perhaps the top and even the capital of the world. I don’t want to take you to Ushuaia, though. It no longer feels like my home. Patagonia is still the place of my most important work, and I love it for that reason. But, I don’t want to go back unless I decide to carry out more studies, which doesn’t appeal to me now.”
They looked at one another silently. This moment is perfect, the first step in a wedding, both were thinking; and they knew one another’s thoughts. They looked at the streets, which were charmingly narrow and built solely for pedestrians. They were filled with small bars and restaurants that in turn were fertile gardens of human intrigue and hedonism as the night came down. Lanterns were being lit, and the space was so close that they could see other streets and lives branching away from them. Lively at dusk, it would become magical at twilight with the invisible but increasingly powerful presence of the Mediterranean and its phantoms of history.
“This is one of my spherical moments,” Ruth said. “I can feel the whole past and future of my life. I have come from so far away—grief and the end of the world.”
“Is this your home now?”
Ruth reached over the table to hold Monserrat’s hand. “If you say so, yes it is, though it’s still hard to believe my luck. My life actually began in Germany during the last months of the Holocaust. I will tell you about it sometime later. This moment is to be savored.”
They were silent again, looking at one another for a long time, completing a wedding in their thoughts. “What would you like to do next?” Monserrat asked.
“Stay for the twilight, look at the sea for a moment; then return to your house. I want to love you with more than my eyes. Without intending to, you’re flirting with me, like the Mediterranean.”
“I will be delighted to give you much more than a flirtation.”
A marriage bed, they both thought.



 
ALEX SUDDENLY FOUND herself in Sylvie’s arms, head cradled, being kissed on her eyelids and cheeks. It was the most pleasant thing in the world, but then she was shocked to realize that she had no memory of how she got there.
“What happened?” she asked.
“You passed out, just a few minutes ago,” Sylvie said, smiling. “I’ve been taking very good care of you.” Alex then remembered everything. “You made love to me for hours and hours in every way imaginable. It’s dark outside, probably around nine pm or so,” Sylvie continued. “Then I just touched your clitoris and labia and you went off like a roman candle. You came many, many times. It was lovely. Then you passed out.”
“This has never happened before! Wow! Did you . . . did you . . . ?”
“How can you even ask? I’ve had more orgasms this afternoon than in my entire existence before today. You’ve broken all the records. I passed out several times, too, but you brought me right back. I decided to let you sleep. I was sure you needed it, and you looked so sweet. If you’d been conscious, you would never have let me just cuddle you like a baby. You were too determined to break all the records.” They both laughed.
“God, I’m hungry! I feel like I’ve swum the English Channel,” said Alex.
“I’m ravenous! I was the English Channel.”
“Let’s clean up and have dinner.”
A short time later, they both took a last look at the soft, giant bed where they first became lovers. As they left the pension, the desk clerk looked at them nervously, then seemed relieved. They laughed. “It often sounded as though I was a serial murderer, killing a whole harem of women, one after another,” Alex said.
“Yes, I remember. But, when the noise lasts all afternoon, they must know it’s not murder. Maybe it’s hard for men to understand since what they do doesn’t last that long,” Sylvie said. They laughed again.
They chose the nearest corner restaurant with outdoor tables, ordered a large dinner of several courses and opened a bottle of the local wine. For the first time in the day, they felt the presence of the Mediterranean; a cool, dark breeze was flowing over them. They were relaxed with one another for the first time, too. The city was completely dark and lit intimately with lanterns. The unique pleasure of being new lovers in a cosmopolitan European city was theirs; it was hard-won and it glowed in the richness of an ancient Mediterranean night like a many-faceted gemstone admired by lovers over thousands of years. It was a perfect moment and they were silent, only looking at one another. 
Eventually, Sylvie spoke first. “I’m curious about a few things. Are there words for some of the things we’ve been doing all afternoon? I’m familiar with cunnilingus and oral sex, but not the rest of it.”
“Which particular thing that I loved doing to you?”
“You did something that feels just like a man’s penis. Ruth did that, too. What was it?”
“There’s no word for it, but I just used three fingers, maybe four, for that unnamed thing.”
They smiled and remembered. “What about what we started out doing? Ruth did that, too.”
“There is a word for that, tribadism, but don’t look for it in the dictionary. It’s not there.”
“Ruth has photos of some female bonobo chimpanzees doing that.”
“Wow, X-rated science photos. Then it should be in the dictionary, but of course, it’s not.” They laughed. 
Then Sylvie leaned closer to Alex and whispered, “When my legs were over your shoulders and you were making love orally, I felt something in my vagina that seemed to be bigger than a penis. What were you doing?”
“There aren’t any words for it again, but I put several fingers from both hands into your vagina and used the rest of my hands massaging your labia.”
“Ruth never did that.”
“Actually, I’ve never done it before, but that’s where you seemed to be responding so much. I worried that I might have hurt you. You really screamed. Some women even use a fist, but I would never do that. Please tell me if I hurt you, and I will never do it again.”
“No, you didn’t hurt me at all. I just thought there was suddenly a train in my vagina.” They both burst into laughter that was nearly uncontrollable.
When they were silent again, Alex asked, “Why didn’t you ask Ruth these questions?” She stared in fascination. There is something very deep there, she thought.
Sylvie looked away. “Ah, Ruth . . .” she said. “I am . . . sort of . . . in awe of her. She is the strongest person I’ve ever known. I couldn’t . . . question anything she did except as a joke, and that didn’t take me very far . . . I just couldn’t ask her.”
Alex sensed disturbance and tried to draw Sylvie away from it. We have all the time in the world to know and love one another, she thought. “What did you like best?” she asked.
“I liked all of it. But, you are a bit of an enigma. I wanted to do all that to you, too, but all I actually did was touch your clitoris for a few minutes.”
“I get very, very turned on by making love to you and feeling you respond. I’m in the middle of an orgasm the whole time. It gives me an incredible amount of energy. I can do it for hours. Then, when you just touch me, I have a bunch of orgasms until I feel sleepy. I’ve never passed out before, though.”
“So we both broke the record,” Sylvie said and smiled. “I’m all for new experiences.” She looked at Alex mischievously. “The night is young.”
“You want to go back to the hotel?” Alex asked in disbelief.
“No, let’s see the city at night. We missed it in that hotel.” She still looked mischievous and something else for which Alex couldn’t find a word. She suspected it was not in the dictionary, even a French one.
After finishing their dinner and wine, they left the restaurant and continued exploring the city, with Sylvie’s impulse as their only guide. She now became the mentor. Afterwards, Alex always called the night that followed “The Fantasia,” and it was perhaps the most amazing experience of her young life, something always to be remembered, never to be repeated or understood by anything but a smile.



 
AT MONSERRAT’S HOUSE, another evening of many women’s group meetings was drawing to a close. A spontaneous informal conversation about Spanish Catholicism had sprung up between the women who had stayed behind to enjoy the last of the evening together. A member of the university professor’s group had decided to turn the conversation into a more formal discussion by addressing a general question to all: “Is Catholicism, as James Joyce once described history, a nightmare from which we have not yet awakened?”
Pilar, the gypsy girl from the writer’s group, found the question pompous and deflated it promptly. “No, it is a hangover from which I have not yet recovered.” The group laughed and became casual again.
Another of the university professors said, “I’d say that it is a sticky monster with glue all over its body, an alien blob we should have killed and buried in Africa eons ago when we left.”
One of the artists offered the images she might use in a painting. “It’s a ribbon, a hairbrush, an arrow, a hand mirror floating down the street, but the woman herself has disappeared.” This confused several women. They realized that it probably referred to the Church’s refusal to give women the power and participation of men, yet some found it too abstract; others, too concrete. They agreed, however, that it was artistic.
The oldest woman in the room, one of the members of the seniors group, then spoke. Everyone knew she had participated in the anarchist resistance to the fascists and been imprisoned as a young girl during the Spanish Civil War. “It is my mother’s prayers at dawn after nights of butchery in the streets during that evil war. She died in the prison where I survived. Those prayers were the last words I heard from her. It is the only time I have ever been moved by Catholicism, and the prayers were unanswered.”
The group was very moved and no one spoke; the discussion might have ended there. But, some of the youngest women still wanted to speak. After a few respectful minutes of silence, Libre, the gypsy who was Pilar’s lover, said, “I think it’s the fat ass on all the popes, trying to sit on every woman in Spain. Who can remember a single one who didn’t have a fat ass?” Most of the group laughed, though Libre only glowered. She was a truculent, overweight presence who rarely spoke in the groups. Her mohawk hairdo was tinted blue that day, which meant that she was in a relatively good mood.
“I think of John Paul on the day Zapatero legalized gay marriage,” said one of the college student’s group members. “He pompously said that ‘the living root of Christianity’ was ‘being ripped out,’ The only living roots that ever fell out in his time were the hairs on the top of his head.” The group laughed.
“Zapatero wasn’t even taking a political risk,” another college student observed. “I’ve read that two-thirds of Spaniards already supported gay marriage, and ninety percent described themselves as Catholic. That’s how loosely defined Spanish Catholicism is.”
“But let’s go back to metaphors,” said a woman from the media professionals group. “That’s how this started, with Joyce’s nightmare. How about a dog’s whimper in the night or a frog’s flamenco croak by day?”
Everyone laughed and one of the writers asked, “Hey, whatever happened to the opium of the people?”
“No way,” another writer said. “The papacy ate it all. There’s no more left for the people!”
“What people? Not Spaniards,” said one of the professors amidst general laughter. “They can’t even get anyone to become a priest now in Spain. The only ones I see look like desiccated old monkeys, hobbling along with a walker, drool running down their chins.”
“And those are the good ones,” said another writer. “They’re too old to be pedophiles.”
Pilar, with a broad smile said, “You are delightfully raw, my lovely ladies. I love this place. I feel like I’m back with the gypsies.”
“Why not go back to your gypsies, Pilar?” asked a journalist. “Why stay here with us?”
Pilar knew that she was only being teased. “You ladies are cleaner. You smell better, too. But please, please stay raw, my wonderful ladies, because that’s the way I love you.”
A few whistles and claps followed this as well as an exclamation, “for love, for love!”
One of the writers spotted a journalist she knew and saw an opportunity to be outrageous. “The truest statement about a Catholic is that she/he is screwed up sexually. But we all know that. I, personally, would add constipation as well. Catholics are inherently constipated.”
The journalist to whom this was directed promptly said, “Oh, they’re plugged up, alright. I don’t think the priests have had a good shit since the Inquisition in the 1600s.”
But, one of the college students promptly deflated this. “You are factually incorrect. The Inquisition did not end in Spain until 1813, and that says everything about how enlightened Catholic Spain is.” The writer and journalist looked very annoyed to have their game destroyed by a mere student.
“Now, there are all those parishes without priests,” said one of the seniors.
“And now I’ve read that the Archbishop of Pamplona says that Catholics are persecuted in Spain,” said one of the professors. “What a turn-about!”
“Not enough for me,” yelled a college student. “Throw them all under the bulls in Pamplona!”
“No ladies, ladies!” Pilar said. “We must liberate all the bulls. We have agreed to that. Alex even put it on our web site.”
The group was smiling, though quiet and thoughtful again for a moment, except for two very young women, college students, who had been lying on the floor, laughing uncontrollably for some time. “But then, the Church still has all that property,” said a journalist, “and those kids educated at their schools. Don’t they still control half the country’s radio networks, too?”
“And a considerable influence on the Spanish language,” said a literary critic who was one of the professors. “It’s still full of religious ideas and terms. Remember that headline when the first test-tube baby was born? I do. It was, ‘Born Without Original Sin.’”
This was greeted by laughter and applause as well as a woman yelling, “Give a hand to the little baby!”
Pilar, however, was indignant. “That doesn’t happen here. Not our words! We’re not taken in by any of it.”
“But, there they are on your tax form,” said a senior. “You fill in a box to fund the Church’s budget.”
“No, it doesn’t matter if you ‘x’ the box or not,” said a college student. “The government makes up the difference.”
“No one supports its stance on contraception,” said a journalist, “and not just in this house, everywhere in Spain!”
“And, no one trusts it,” said a media professional. “The only noise Spaniards distrust more comes from the television.”
“There was that awful mess with Opus Dei,” said a college student. “Aznar gave those whackos four of his cabinet appointments, and their leader was canonized in his term of office, when we all know they’re nothing but a bunch of elitist, misogynist, sado-masochistic Nazis.”
“The Church has always supported Opus Dei,” said a professor. “Under Franco, they were the most exclusive men’s club, and even half of all university professors in Spain were in Opus Dei.”
“Isn’t all this just too sweet a way of discussing those nuts?” said a writer. “After all, these are the good men who wear an iron band on one thigh with nasty little triangles to pierce their skin, and then they top it off by flagellating their buttocks with special glamorous little whips. How sane is that?”
This was greeted by laughter and jeers. The discussion was nearing its end.
“A brilliant Spanish woman wrote a novel about a woman who underwent psychotherapy with a psychiatrist from Opus Dei,” said the professor who had originally posed the question to the group. “She was cured by falling in love with the Virgin Mary.” This was followed by more laughter and applause. The professor had finally discerned the general mood, but the evening was over. The group broke up into brief smaller conversations and many women saying good night.
Ruth and Monserrat were standing in the stairway. They had heard most of the discussion. “It is a wonderful atmosphere here. They feel free to say anything,” Ruth said. “You’ve done something great.” 
“I’m just providing space,” Monserrat said. “They are the wonders.”
Their thoughts quickly returned to one another. “Then do something wonderful for me,” Ruth said.
“Only you will have all of me,” Monserrat said and touched Ruth’s cheek. They hurried upstairs and were quick to wash and ready themselves, like young lovers.



 
ALEX AND SYLVIE were walking along the Ramblas to the ocean, intending to walk barefoot in the sea before going back to the hotel. The thoroughfare was full of so many people enjoying late night entertainment and the balmy breeze of the Mediterranean that it seemed to be the evening of a holiday. They walked holding hands like all the other lovers, and this was part of their own unique holiday, never to be forgotten as the first day and night they became lovers. The constant sense of joy and wonder made all the other revelers seem to swim past them like waves of color and noise of which they were barely aware; they truly looked only at one another. As they approached the sea, Alex stopped at the Columbus monument to look at the distinctively proud lion sculptures encircling it. She was struck by the animal nobility of their faces and manes. That’s so like Ruth, Sylvie thought, to look at the beasts and forget Columbus. I should do a painting of each of them naked and riding a lion bareback, brandishing the sword of St. George. She smiled at the thought of the dismay each would feel in seeing such a painting.
Then the great black, foamy arm of the Mediterranean seized them and they began to walk faster to get away from the crowds. As the surf met their feet, they stopped, kissing and holding one another for a long time. “Come with me to Ibiza,” Alex said. “I know beautiful deserted beaches where we can swim naked, and I can made love to you in the surf.”
“I will come,” Sylvie said. “But, I’ll make love with you anywhere. Let’s make love now in the surf, here in Barcelona.” Her smile had the glint of a challenge and she drew Alex on to the darker and more isolated parts of the beach. Alex was thrilled, shocked, fascinated, overjoyed and overwhelmed at the thought of making love with the woman she adored in what was definitely a public place in a densely populated city, yet she could not resist anything that Sylvie found erotic.
“Goddess, lead on!” she said with a broad smile of delight. Just what Ruth would have said, Sylvie thought.
They finally came to a completely dark and solitary stretch of beach and Alex grabbed Sylvie aggressively, kissing and caressing her. “Here,” she said, simply. They lay down on the sand, and cold water flowed over them as Alex discovered that Sylvie was not wearing underwear. She almost barked in laughter, realizing that Sylvie had intended an outdoor sexual encounter all along. Then, they began to make love as the surf returned again and again, half-drenching them both. The cold, the wildness and thrill of the thing made them laugh as their passion grew, and the result was a kind of delirium while the ritual of love was performed again and again, even in cold, black water and pure darkness. 
After an hour or so, their laughter won out and they rose, brushing the sand from their bodies and clothes; then they walked back to the city lights, still wet and laughing. That is the sexiest surf I will ever know, Alex thought. Nothing like this will happen again, but what an experience! Approaching the street again, Alex put her arm around Sylvie and they held one another more intimately as they walked. It seemed as though there was nothing they could not do.
“Now I must go to the Picasso Museum for more love,” Sylvie said with her look of mischief and something else. “I am a tourist of Barcelona, after all.” They laughed uproariously.
“It can’t possibly be open,” Alex said.
“Perfect. I so enjoy what we do when we’re alone.” They continued to laugh at the absurd wildness of this and went to the Ribera section of the city. When they arrived at the Picasso Museum, they found it empty but well lit over many parts of the edifice. They entered a dark underpass and found a small open courtyard lit only by the moon. There were dark corners, however, and Alex drew Sylvie into one of them. They were still laughing.
“I think the only comfortable way of doing this is sitting up,” Alex said. They sat on the cobblestones and Alex arranged Sylvie’s legs around her waist and back and placed her own legs in a circular position around Sylvie. Sylvie unzipped Alex’s jeans as Alex raised her dress, and they began to touch one another in the rhythm they had always known. They kissed passionately and pressed together. Mouth on mouth, they began to climax together soon. After a long period of pleasure, Alex said, “Lie down and put your arms behind your head. I just have to do this.” She made love to Sylvie orally while massaging her breasts.
Again, they stopped when they were overwhelmed by the fear of being discovered and by laughter. “You are such a wonderful tour guide,” Sylvie said, and they laughed.
“How terrible that we can’t go into the museum and see Picasso’s paintings,” Alex said.
“Oh, I have no intention of ever seeing his artwork in Barcelona. I just wanted some very good sex here.” They laughed uproariously again.
“What kind of artist are you?”
“The real thing,” Sylvie said. “I intend to see much more in the world than he did. The women I paint will not be crying all the time. I just wanted his famous museum to give me some great orgasms, and you’ve done that so well, my love.” They could hardly stop laughing.
“This is the wildest thing I’ve ever done,” Alex said. “I am absolutely crazy about you! You can get me to do anything. What shall we do now, goddess?”
“How about coming with me to the Gothic Quarter? When we were there before, you could hardly think about anything but my body. Shouldn’t we go back and be tourists in a way that gives you more satisfaction?” 
They got up and ran into the street, laughing and holding hands. When they reached the Gothic Quarter, they found it well lit by lanterns and full of other revelers enjoying the late night hours. They looked for dark corners and passages and in doing so passed a building Sylvie noted as the Generalitat. “Isn’t this where the city government meets?” Sylvie asked.
“Yes it is, and the historical rulers from the Catalan centuries met here, the Council of 100.”
“That’s terribly sexy!”
They laughed. “But it’s well-lit, too, and probably guarded.”
“Not in back, I bet,” Sylvie said. Their eyes flashed as they walked to the back of the building, which had no lighting, only a barren wall and an exit door. “Haven’t you ever had a fantasy about making love to a woman against a wall?”
Alex laughed. “Of course, and if I hadn’t, I would certainly have one now.” She pressed Sylvie against the wall and raised her dress while Sylvie opened Alex’s jeans in the dark. Mouth on mouth, they began to touch one another and press together, moving in sync. They made little sound as they began to feel very excited, welded together, and then felt close to orgasm. 
Two guards passed them, which they failed to notice until one of them spoke. “What a man!” he said. “He just gives it to her up against a wall.”
The other guard laughed. “Yeah, what a man! That’s a beautiful girl, too. Let’s leave him to his business. He sure knows how to get a woman to do what he wants!”
When the guards turned a corner, Alex and Sylvie burst out laughing, re-arranged their clothing and ran off. They couldn’t stop laughing and running. That’s how I’ll remember it, laughing and running and crazy with love, Alex thought.
When they slowed down and began walking again, Sylvie said, “Well, you’re quite a man, my love.”
“It was your muy macho idea, remember?”
“So we’re both tough guys. Well, once again, it was delirious fun.”
“Oh, I’ll give it to you against a wall anytime.” They laughed and laughed as time seemed to slow down. They kissed against walls many times, and then ran again, holding hands. We’re completely drunk on love, Alex thought.
When they walked along the dark, cramped streets again, the crowds and lanterns seemed even more oppressive and unwanted. Yet the freedom of darkness enclosed them. They came to an overpass beyond which there was nothing but black night. “Let’s see what’s there,” Alex said. They found a small courtyard and another bridge lit only by the moon; it was almost completely in shadow. 
“Crazy, crazy love! I’m out of my mind, so let’s do it here,” Alex said. She quickly pulled off Sylvie’s dress and her own clothes, which she arranged in a surface for them to lie on. Then they lay down and began to make love passionately, as though they had never known anything else. Their love was seemingly endless again, with all the rituals and stratagems they had learned about one another’s bodies. They were too excited to feel uncomfortable.
Finally, the painting came to Sylvie. I’ve been waiting for you, my love, she thought. She saw two completely intertwined women’s bodies united in passion. Their lines were rough, simplified and slightly abstract so that they nearly formed a sphere together. Sculptures of animals on buildings she had seen in the afternoon flashed into the painting. She saw their huge, round eyes and open mouths of passion, wildness, ferocity—lions, dragons, horses, gargoyles. Their bodies were caught in fabulous poses—leaping, dancing, running, rearing up—their hair and fur in moving coils. They were the reverse of the humans—static and lifeless. Toward the sphere of love, these Gothic animals reached with their jagged paws and muzzles, their eyes gleaming black midnight.
Now the painting lives in a lapis darkness with swirling clouds, she thought. The bodies of the women are the purest and most intense red of sexual heat. The animals are the colors of the night—black, blue, purple, green. In all, the size and intensity of the eyes strike first in a knife of black fire. There is passion in all they see and feel. A brilliantly burning truth redraws itself from a religious cliché about God’s all-seeing eye. That is the art, the complete truth, of this day and night, this love, this woman, Sylvie thought as she lost consciousness.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT had just finished love-making in the large, ornate room she had shared with Damiana, which was in an isolated part of the house where she painted and went to be alone. Their bodies were much as they had imagined and desired. Ruth was the taller and more muscular, small-breasted, like the ancient Greek ideal of beauty. Monserrat was smaller and had the strikingly dark, olive-skinned and voluptuous beauty of the Hindu ideal. Both were still slender for their active engagement with the world. 
As Ruth had intuited, Monserrat wanted complete, surface-to-surface love; and their bodies, so different, melded together beautifully in desire. Ruth found freshness in this; she was astonished by how much the complete surface of a woman’s body could say. Now, it said, I love and accept you completely in a naked, rhythmic and orphic speech; like the moving, rarely perceived background of nature and the unknown, fluctuating self that exists below thought. This love had a hint of eternity in it, as did all things vibratory and full of song. 
Often, Ruth like Alex was compelled to break the rhythm to make love orally, creating another rhythm. Here, too, Monserrat wanted as much physical contact as possible by caressing Ruth’s face or placing her legs over Ruth’s shoulders. Ruth, to the contrary, needed only strong touch for orgasm; though, like Alex, she was always close to orgasm throughout lovemaking.
Both Ruth and Monserrat were struck by how little their minds functioned in this love; how instantly they were rhythmic together; how completely instinctual. This contrasted with the lovemaking of their much younger lovers, particularly Ruth and Sylvie, who was the most restless and unpredictable of lovers. Katia, too, was overly restless when her moods overcame her, Ruth thought. What a long journey it was to this love, they thought. They had known all the youthful challenging, straining to the limits, experimenting with another’s body as though it was that of a stranger. 
Now there was something new in the world, though they were old lovers.
Their thoughts returned to them. They were not falling asleep yet. “Tell me one of your secrets,” Monserrat asked.
Ruth laughed. “Our bodies no longer have any. But yes, our minds do, true enough. I don’t know if this secret is now all-too-obvious, but I grew up thinking that human life was a curtain, hiding all that is really thought and felt. Everything truly worth knowing is a secret. I always wanted to look behind the curtain, and I did find what was there: sexuality and our deepest emotions place us directly into the animal kingdom. Above, all, we are animals, barely human as another, exalted state. It’s here that we are most dangerous to the world and ourselves. The question mark has become a quest for me, I think, and it has determined my profession, my outlook and, to the degree that we are prophets, my prophecy for the world we live in. Now, after all these ponderous imponderables, you tell me a secret, a good one that I could never guess.”
“Mine is similar in some ways. I identified with the French children’s book hero, The Little
Prince, as one who is not exactly alien or human, male or female, child or adult; something entirely different. I felt this when I was very young, and when I was much older, I knew that it was the heart of another that is always alien, wild and unexpected when we first encounter a person who becomes important to us and even when we love. Now, you tell me another secret, if possible less basic and more intuitive.”
Ruth was silent and thoughtful. “I can only tell you the first image I ever had of freedom: it was a beautiful city on water, San Francisco. I’d found this endlessly fascinating city of people with a light in their eyes and freedom on their lips. All the compulsions and fears of childhood ended there in a matter of hours, incredibly. I had found the freedom to explore the world as an adult. I saw my life as a trajectory of new worlds to discover and that I would never know the outcome, which might very well be tragic; but this, too, I loved because it was unknown and free.
“I later found this beautiful city on water in many different countries; the most hedonistic and perhaps the wildest was Rio de Janeiro. There were others with different histories and peoples: Amsterdam of intellectual and sexual freedom; Hong Kong of capitalism as the strangest form of romanticism; now Barcelona with the most extraordinary buildings that look as though they were designed by sea creatures. 
“The people of these cities are those who, for very different reasons, are in love with the world; that is what they chose with their freedom. And, every new generation can come to these cities and also know that yes, there is a place that beautiful, with golden light and a brisk spring air, where they will be free to embrace the unknown. This is the heart of why I am sickened by the future I have prophesized. These cities will be among the first to be destroyed. Or, they will exist behind huge sea walls; and how then can they, as fortresses, ever be the image and spirit of freedom for those who come after us? I am sorry that my secret is ultimately a sad one. If you have the impulse to go on, then tell me another secret.”
“We will have to talk this out later. I see now that you are often hiding your deepest feelings from me, perhaps trying to protect me, which won’t succeed. I sense that you are reluctant to talk about it now, so we have much to do later. I have a similar secret but it bears no prophecy. I have traveled all over the world, too, and once I discovered what I thought was an ideal point of view, one to orient myself to life and appreciate it most. I say to myself, I am twenty years old and in a new, cosmopolitan city, full of rich experiences and secrets to be revealed. While I am here, anything can happen, and it is ultimately the unknown that I love. I think this is similar to your image of freedom as a beautiful city on water.”
“Yes, it is, and you are fortunate to carry no prophecy.”
They were silent for a long time and then, with much physical contact, they slept.
In the middle of the night, Monserrat awoke and saw that Ruth’s sleep was restless and her eyes were wet with tears. She began to touch her slowly, which instantly penetrated Ruth’s dream. When Ruth was awake, Monserrat held her and said, “You are still grieving. Now you must tell me everything.”
“I’ll tell you the nightmare. All that grieves me is longer than Scheherazade’s tales, which I would never expose you to in the middle of the night. In the dream, I was once again seeing a TV nature program I saw a year ago that showed a polar bear and its cub struggling on melting Arctic ice. The cub was small and light and could stand and move. The mother, however, was enormous in size and kept falling into the ocean. Eventually, it could only move on the joints of its front and rear legs. It was so horrible to see. It took tremendous energy and concentration just to try to get out of the melting snow and onto real ice. The mother bear never found the ice and kept falling into the ocean. It was obviously a long and agonizing death, since getting food and nutrients was out of the question. The cub tried to stay with its mother, but it would float away on the broken ice at any moment.
“The mother’s huge, heavy white body that had once made it the Arctic’s most effective hunter, the top of the food chain, could now only drag itself slowly to a certain death from drowning. If it remained for even a few moments in the ice hole, the fast current of the ocean would drag it away, leaving it unable to break through the ice to oxygen. It could even die in front of its cub. It was so horrible to see, so horrible! I was very close to the animal and could feel its terror. That’s a horrible way to die, below a layer of ice with no way to break through. It must be like being buried alive. You can see the world beyond that could save you, yet you are fully conscious, suffocating. So many polar bears have been found drowned, and that’s exactly how it happens. I was there and close, not the animal but somehow united with it.”
“You’re so concerned about the issues in your book that it’s entering your dreams.”
“Yes, and even though I’m otherwise so happy. I’ve never been happier than here with you. You must know that.”
“I know; I understand that. At our ages, we can see the world to come. We want to preserve what we’ve loved and known to be the finest things in our world; we want them there for the generations to come. It’s not that we never find the meaning of life but that what we find is so fragile, ultimately, and threatened by so much human stupidity and carelessness. I think about this every day, but it rarely comes into my dreams. What you’ve said is the future—uncontrollably destructive weather and mass extinction—do you believe that it is inevitable?”
“No, not at all. There will be things that can be done up to the last. But, in the political realm, the ‘great powers’—the U.S. and China primarily—are conscious of the dangers but unable to act. When I’m happy with you and have so much to live for, I feel the destructiveness of human apathy more acutely. Can you accept me like this?”
“I have already,” Monserrat said and smiled. “I have said it with my body, that wanted nothing but contact with you. You are something very rare, a guardian in all your heart and spirit, and I love and revere you completely. But, you must talk this out with me. 
“This has no place in the middle of the night, at the hour of the wolf. I would be a poor guardian of the woman I love if I kept you from your sleep.”
“All right, but you must be sure to finish, talk it all out with me. Don’t withhold anything. This nightmare came out of nowhere, and now I know that you’re trying to protect me from knowing what disturbs you.”
“I know, but we must sleep and tomorrow, you must show me more of your home. I so loved the day in Barcelona.”
“All right, I’ll give you up now, but only to take you up later.”
“That I can’t live without. We must take one another up every night, if possible. I love the full body treatment you gave me.”
Monserrat smiled. “You aren’t serious. But tell me this: what of our young lovers? I almost said, our children.”
“They are some of the most creative, brilliant, brazen children around. They’ll be pursuing their extremes and limits for decades. They’ll lead magnificent lives and when they are old, they’ll probably be a lot like us—provided my prophecy is wrong. I would love to believe that I’ve failed in my analysis, and some hope is justifiable.”
“Then I’ll let you all go.”
“That would be best for your health, my great love.”



 
SYLVIE DID NOT know what came first: the dazzling light, the heat, the incomprehensible sound or the dismay. Two men in uniforms were bending toward them, slowly clapping their hands in rhythm. She was lying on her arm, with Alex lying over her, waking up at the same moment. Their clothes were still underneath them.
Alex immediately spoke to her in a low voice. “Don’t laugh; don’t resist. It’s the Guardia Civil, Spain’s moral police. Let me do the talking and dress as fast as you can.” She smiled awkwardly at the two men, rapidly pulled out their clothes and covered Sylvie as well as she could, then herself. “Good morning, officers,” she said.
“And what a good morning it is for you,” said the man with the mustachios. “Here you are, en flagrante, buttocks to the breeze in our famous Gothic Quarter. Was it, perhaps, a wayward religious impulse that led you here and inspired you both to disrobe?”
Alex smiled and dressed at an impressive speed. Well, she can get in and out of clothes faster than anyone I’ve ever seen, Sylvie thought. What a useful skill. “No, officer,” she said. “We certainly never intended to do this. We accidentally fell asleep, unfortunately. We are not vagrants. We have a residence, and we will never do anything like this again, you can be sure.”
“Well,” said the bald and bold officer, shorter than his colleague. “I would like to point out that you two can now be married in our wonderfully enlightened country and frankly, we do expect it, rather than shameless public sexual spectacles like the one you have indulged in.”
“Why would we stop just because we’re married?” Sylvie asked.
Alex gave her an agonized look. “Don’t, don’t!” she whispered furiously. “Shut up or agree with everything they say!”
“If you marry,” said the bald and bold one, and a tired and cynical look came over his face, “you will soon grow bored. When you are completely bored, you will not want to fuck in weird places; and then, wonder of wonders, you will become good Spanish citizens who are commendable rather than a couple of naked, post-coital fools who got caught with their pants down.”
“Yes, officer,” Alex said. “I agree entirely.” Sylvie smiled. “I fully intend to propose marriage to this woman as soon as we are alone. It is a brilliant suggestion.” Sylvie looked at Alex in shock.
“Of course, you agree,” said the mustachioed one. “For your youth, obliviousness, misfortune and dubious good intentions, we will make an exception this time. Too, you do not look at all like the criminal scum we usually find in situations like this. So, ladies, we will not arrest you today. But if we find you again, you’ll be thrown into the same cell as the prostitutes.” 
“Certainly,” Alex said. “You are eminently reasonable, kind and considerate, and we will make every effort to follow your excellent example and suggestions.”
“Very good. Now, we have important business to attend to and so do you—fully clothed, I may add.” With that, they left with a kind of rhythmic strut.
Alex would not allow laughter until they had turned the corner. “Spain has moral police?” Sylvie asked.
“In a manner of speaking. They are not Barcelona’s regular police force; they just show up at strange moments all over the country. They have a storied past, not all of it moral. They were criminal and greatly feared and hated under Franco, but to address what’s most important, we are very, very lucky to get out of this, and we must be much, much more careful in the future. They were a couple of gay officers, and they let us off for that reason alone, probably.”
“Why do you think they’re gay?”
“Your body was in full view, and neither of them got a hard-on. It’s the first thing I looked for. When I saw that, I knew we’d get through this in some kind of half-decent shape.”
They were dressed now, and Alex pulled Sylvie up on her feet. “And you’re still gorgeous, and I still love you madly. But, you have no idea how dangerous that could have been. You really can’t trust men in law enforcement anywhere on earth, and I shouldn’t have to tell that to a woman who looks like you. There are good cops, of course, but there are plenty of rotten apples as bad as the criminals they catch. You could have been taken to the station and gang-banged by a dozen horny, pimply cops with halitosis. I wouldn’t be able to do anything to protect you; they’d put me in another cell. You’d end up with traumatic stress syndrome for the rest of your life. Christ! Please tell me you understand this danger and that we will never, ever take a risk like this again.”
Sylvie smiled and touched Alex’s cheek tenderly. “Yes, my love. Actually, I was terrified and thought you handled them very well. I sensed that you wanted to protect me from them. Let’s go back to the hotel and clean up, have breakfast and then sleep. I hurt from head to toe. You were a one-woman gang-bang last night, but then, I wanted all of it.”
They returned to the hotel, washed, had breakfast in a café and were soon nearly asleep back at the hotel. As they held one another and began to doze, Sylvie suddenly asked, “Who will you tell about this night with me? Monserrat?”
“Christ, no! I won’t tell anyone, ever! Who would believe it? My friends would just laugh and tell me I had a wet dream.”
Sylvie smiled. “Then we have a secret together.”
Alex smiled, too. “Yes, we do, a crazy one, an ecstatic, wonderful, unforgettable one that we just, barely, didn’t have to pay for. I hurt from head to toe, too, and I wanted every bit of it. Will you marry me in Spain?”
Sylvie sighed. “I was hoping that was another lie to the moral police. I’ve been thinking about my answer, in case it wasn’t. At the moment, I have two answers that contradict one another: one is that I have no idea what I’m going to do with you. The other is yes. When I’ve slept and recovered from this, the most likely answer will be yes, but no marriage on this trip. Come live with me in Paris first.”
Alex only said “ah!” in absolute pleasure; and then, after a long time, “the only thing better than gang-banging you in Barcelona would be gang-banging you in Paris.”
“I never thought I’d ever tell anyone that he/she could fuck me forever, but I certainly can’t resist you. We are very compatible sexually.”
“I guess you’ll want to make love in the Louvre, somewhere on the Eiffel Tower, maybe hanging from the Eiffel Tower . . .”
“I hope we don’t accidentally kill each other.”
They instantly slept. 



 
“I’LL BET THIS is your favorite work of art in all Barcelona,” Monserrat said. “You see with the eyes of an artist, but this beast will please all of you.”
“It does,” Ruth said and smiled. “You’ve predicted me. This one strokes my love of animals to ecstasy. And I doubt anything else but you can do that.”
It was midmorning. Monserrat had taken Ruth to Gaudi’s dragon, the animal emissary that welcomes all visitors to Park Guell. They intended to see all of Gaudi’s buildings for his richest patron, Guell, as well as the unfinished Church of the Holy Family. “Our favorite question: what do you see?” Monserrat asked.
“Well, I think this beast is uniquely joyous, even for Gaudi, who seems to create from his own childish joy almost exclusively. The dragon’s mouth is open and he seems to be laughing, his eyes drowsy with pleasure. His body is a colorful multiplicity of patterns and shapes—undulant stripes and a riot of polka dots—all created from broken tiles, deliberately asymmetrical. He’s also covered with curious bumps that could be wondrous flowers growing out of him or even seeds dispersing to become baby dragons. He seems part animal and part plant, the patterns on his body completely spontaneous, as though blown by the wind. He also seems to be guarding what is below him. I first think it must be eggs but then see that it’s floral and vegetative. He is guarding nature, his duty to protect it.
“I would say that his beauty is that of inevitability, completion; beyond this we do not ask or conceive. We only smile. Though broken tiles have been strewn over his body, he does represent a unity. It is that of cosmic laughter and human delight. He says that joy and the love of life are spiritual and possess power in the world. It’s ironic to me that the dragon is associated with evil in Western art, a thing to be speared to death by an armored saint. Gaudi follows the concept of the East, where the dragon is the symbol of cosmic energy and author of the universe. Needless to say, this is all very familiar to me, that ancient pagan glove that fits so well. Now, I have pontificated enough. It’s your turn. My love, what do you see?”
“Your pleasure pleases me so much that I want to wander through Wonderland with my beloved. This park is a found paradise. Let’s see the rest of it.” They went up the stairs, sat on colorful, circling benches, and saw Barcelona in a panoramic view. “I want to know everything you think and feel. You are now most dear to me of all,” Ruth said.
“Your pet dragon?”
“Oh, no, Sylvie might have been my dragon, but you are the queen of my heart.”
“Then our paradise has indeed been found. We are lovers in Wonderland.”
“And what does it look like?”
“Benches that undulate like the sea, covered with nature’s forms and forces in their highest states of energy—the sun, wind and sea creatures with swirling tails present in all patterns. Like the dragon, they’re embodied in broken tiles, the more colorful and fragmented the better. The principle of organization is symmetry created from asymmetry. It’s the same cosmic order as all of Gaudi’s other buildings, but here it’s used purely in play. After sunlight and water, only earth is left. So, we find viaducts and stations of crosses that look like crumbling pillars, rough-hewn and of only one color like dirt, as though the earth had thrust them up and the artist had left. The earth, it says, is only material: we are the strivers after meaning, the designers. We are the creators of Gaudi as he gives us our Wonderland.
“Have you ever seen a photo of Gaudi? Does he look like a crazed sea scallop?”
“No, he looks like the repressed, tormented Victorian that he was.”
“Let’s see more of the Guell buildings. I want to know where this ingenious race of tormented Victorian sea scallops lived.” 
They drove to the Guell Pavilions and Palace as well as the Guell crypt in a village outside Barcelona, and then visited Gaudi’s huge, unfinished Church of the Holy Family. It took all the hours of the morning and afternoon, and they were too tired to exchange their thoughts; rather, they were silent lovers looking out at the world together, which pleased them equally. They returned to the harbor for dinner and, after coffee, wine and food subtly seasoned with nightfall and the Mediterranean, they became animated and talkative again.
“We’ve seen a lot of Gaudi now, enough to exhaust us,” Monserrat said. “It’s your turn: what did you see?”
“The buildings are beginning to merge in my mind, and Gaudi is becoming a single point of view that fascinates me as a scientist. He’s an artist who seems to incorporate my life’s work, a reflection of my mind. He says that the spirit is to be found in animal life, whose origin is the sea, and he asserts this against Catholicism as what is no more than the delight of your child’s heart. All that we can know and experience is present in nature and animal life. It’s human wonder, complete spontaneity, dream consciousness.
“I was struck by the gateway to the pavilions, which was designed as an enormous moving dragon. The Guell Palace adds a huge crustacean that seems to be dancing up a wall it nearly covers. They remind me of La Pedrera, which is the most oceanic of his buildings, that wave-like, undulating line present everywhere, ultimately creating an entire building in a spiral like the Nautilus. And, I think it was there we saw that huge, iron grillwork doorknob resembling a bouquet of spider webs with a snake darting into its center.
“Most amazing of all to me was the Guell Palace’s central hall with that parabolic perforated ceiling, allowing natural light to fall into the room. As I looked up, I felt that I was seeing through the eyes of a great oceanic being, the mother of us all, watching the universe or even the night sky from the bottom of the ocean. It seemed to be Gaia looking upward, waiting for its errant creature, humans, to evolve sufficiently to live on another world that would become Gaia’s first child. If the earth is a living being, it’s subject to evolution as we are. After we’ve seen all the surfaces, patterns and forces of nature, we pass directly into the mind of Gaia. That was the relationship I saw to the Gaia hypothesis, and there’s more scientific influence in the concept of symmetry created from asymmetry. It reminds me of the concepts of quantum physics, in which chance extends to infinity at the subatomic level but nonetheless comprises our larger, more orderly dimensions of space and time that exhibit Einstein’s four cosmic forces.”
“You make science sound like a realm of the marvelous,” Monserrat said.
“It is,” Ruth said, “and your home is a city of the marvelous. I am honored to reflect it back to you. My pontificating is done. It’s your turn, my love. What did you see?”
“I should begin by telling you that Gaudi incorporates natural lighting into all of his buildings, not just Guell Palace. That seashell shape of La Pedrera is the ideal form to enhance natural lighting along with its obvious archetypal associations. For me, the crypt of Guell is another myth or universe, like your ceiling of Palace Guell. It was intended as a church, but Gaudi only finished its base, the crypt. In the columns, I see the torsos of giants and great trees, a merging of plant and animal, as you found in Gaudi’s dragon. The ceilings then become the powerful arms of giants and the boughs of gigantic trees, all holding up the world. The high stained glass windows are then the fruit of these cosmic trees and the spiritual consciousness of the giants. They are mindless but like no others, since rounded shapes are intrinsic to their order, ultimately creating a design that looks like flower petals. As a crypt, it’s so full of life that it nearly denies the reality of death, all from a perspective outside Christianity, as you observed, though Gaudi considered himself a devout Catholic. 
“This merging of mythic humans and the plant kingdom to create a world reminds me of your Gaia. Gaia is also implicit in the leviathan structure of Casa Battló and La Pedrera: you’re inside a sea mammoth in both of them. Both buildings had attics like the skeletal arches of a huge animal’s backbone or the ribbed roof of a mouth. They’re both designed to be lit by natural light as well as Casa Battló’s huge crystal lamp with its hanging appendages like a giant octopus or a jellyfish.”
Monserrat suddenly looked down and was silent. Then she looked quietly up at Ruth for a long time. “I’m avoiding a very difficult question: why were your eyes full of tears inside the Church of the Holy Family? It happened just as we were leaving.”
Ruth sighed and was silent. “I had hoped you didn’t see that. At first, I was very excited there. I felt an affinity again: that this building resonates with what I’ve discovered as a scientist. It’s a temple that reaches to the sky, predictably, but it does so in the shape of a honeycomb, with the Christian cross as a heraldic flower, which surprised and delighted me. The spiritual is completely embedded in the organic, in nature. You see the same strategy when you ascend the stairs and then look down to realize that everywhere you have passed forms the spiral of a Nautilus. The unfinished glory facade, similarly, looks like a forest canopy. The cosmic reach, then, only leads to the structure of trees, flowers and animals. In fact, we come first from the sea and most recently from the trees of Africa.
“The nativity facade, with its sculptures of the holy family as well as angels, human believers and animals, are unlike any religious art I’ve ever seen. Their faces show only wonder, awe, tenderness, spontaneity, dream consciousness. Those that are reaching out or playing musical instruments are in what is clearly a trance. The spiritual is to be found, then, in the wellspring of consciousness, below thought, where all is understood intuitively. This is the reverse of any formal religion, which is full of laws, prescriptions, threats, rituals of obeisance, reasons for fear, shame and loathing, dichotomies of good and evil, etc. Rather, it tells me that the cosmic is perfectly natural. It tells me how to live and strive, as religion does not in any real sense.
“And then, I imagined it under water before its completion, as it will be if not behind sea walls. I felt the terrible disparity between the best and worst in human beings. I’ve felt this many times during this trip to Spain and probably for the last several years of my life. The more I seek, study, think, feel; the more I’m led to this disparity. I think Gaudi has been ahead of his time up until now, the twenty-first century. We are the people to whom this art is intended to speak; we are the most receptive; and we are the people, equally, who will destroy it before it can be completed.” Ruth’s eyes were full of tears again.
“Then we have to talk this out more,” Monserrat said. “I shouldn’t have let you go last night.”
“You’ll only hear the old professor talking. I’ve taught college students for so long that it has taken over my language. You don’t want to listen to an essay.”
“I’m ready. I completely accept you as you are. I know what you’ve been, and you never bore me! You need to talk this out.”
“Well, in the two most powerful players, the U.S. and China, there’s too great a divide between rich and poor. It has been growing in the U.S. all the time I’ve been teaching at the university as an American citizen. The middle class is under siege, unable to understand the real issues and too weak to use the political process. A tiny fraction of the upper class, far-right conservative, is now a danger to all life on the planet; they are immoral, mendacious, oblivious, ignorant, coarse and unstoppable. The people have been electing Republican presidents for decades, and the present Republican Party has become more and more conservative. The spending of such a small group can’t create a mass market; only a powerful middle class and a strong safety net for those below can do that. So, the economy stagnates and there are too few jobs to support the population.
“The vast majority has been manipulated by this dangerous upper-class with arguments about the need for some abstract notion of freedom, when it’s only the freedom to be controlled and impoverished by the upper class. Evangelical religious groups are equally manipulated into violating the word and spirit of the New Testament, which surely testifies against the selfishness of elites more than any other written document with which they have regular contact. Further mendacious arguments involve the value of weak government and salvation through a free market, when these ideas have always been proven false by our own economic history and that of other countries.
“Any solution must involve strong government and more ethical industry that meets the needs of labor, and people in the highest positions of American industry are hopelessly decadent and will accept no higher goal than profitability, albeit criminal and immoral. In the long term, American industry will stagnate and then be destroyed by foreign competition. The final leg of so many Republican presidents and congresses and so much corrupt influence is an economic depression. You can see it in steps—less and less taxation of the wealthy, less government control and regulation of industry, big budget deficits for the sole purpose of cutting if not destroying Social Security and Medicare, then financial collapse and massive job losses yet continued profitability for that pernicious fraction of the wealthy.
“Another ominous element is the impoverishment and diminished effectiveness of the American educational system, since that is the expected route to prosperity. We need a complete focus on better education and strengthening of labor’s position relative to industry, but these are in the steepest decline in memory. Excellent public school teachers are worth their weight in gold, and they’re certainly not paid, honored and supported in proportion to their worth.
“At the root of it all is the conflict between liberal and conservative political parties, and these represent genetic predispositions. The U.S. has too many conservatives, which might have been useful in its earlier history but is now completely destructive. They represent two different forms of justice, and each therefore regards the other as immoral. The conservatives have all the terrible traits of chimps: true spite and meanness of spirit, unending male aggression, mendacity, the crudest political oppression and rigid hierarchy that can only be challenged by violence. This leads to completely inefficient and non-functional groups and hence the nations that comprise them. The liberals have more bonobo traits, which are non-violent, nurturing and far more skillful in groups, creating more prosperous nations that hold them as citizens. But, liberals are now a minority that is unwilling to engage in the aggression, oppression and mendacity that determines the winner in the U.S. As genetic predispositions, the conflict goes to the heart of destructive human political behavior.
“I’ll write all of this, as I’ve taught it in primatology courses for decades, but it will only be influential after the first global catastrophe. It may then be too late for civilization at its best. Civilization is as fragile as biological life and everything else determined by evolution. I don’t think I can stand to go on about this.”
“Then it will do no good for you to talk it out. You must write your book, and if it receives a hostile reception, I’m sure you will answer questions about your thesis very well. For my part, there’s only one thing I can realistically do to save you.”
“What on earth is that?”
“I can love you.”
Ruth smiled, relaxed and was silent for a long time. They looked at one another with the eyes of love and both felt saved. “That’s the best thing Barcelona has given me,” Ruth finally said. “I should thank every goddess in the pagan pantheon that you’ve even had the patience to listen to my long rants. I will gratefully and graciously shut up. Let’s go home, my love! Let me love you, too.”



 
IT WAS EARLY evening before Alex and Sylvie awoke. Again, they were ravenous and had dinner at the same restaurant on the corner, then returned to Monserrat’s house, where many women’s groups were meeting, and the atmosphere was as noisy, wild and unpredictable as ever.
“Are you afraid of meeting them?” Sylvie asked.
“Not really,” Alex said. “Monserrat has been in process of saying goodbye to me throughout the whole thing. She said how happy she was that I was going out with you and to take a few days at a hotel. So, I have virtually been pushed into your arms, not that I needed it.”
“Ruth, too. She said I’d throw her over the first night,” Sylvie said and thought, except that she sort of implied but definitely did not say it, and I was shocked when it happened. “Have you heard from Monserrat? You’ve got the cell phone.”
“Oh, yes. She made a big deal about how welcome we are, to take any room in the house and for us to stay as long as we want to and particularly, for you to feel free to paint here as long as you want.”
“That’s great because I have to do nothing but paint for many days, weeks even, all morning, all day, into the evening. I’ve had so many ideas that I can’t do another thing without it.”
Alex looked distressed. “Don’t worry,” Sylvie said, smiling. “I’m sleeping with you every night.”
Alex looked relieved. “Actually, it will be perfect. I’ve got to finish my dissertation. Which room should be ours? Do you want the one Monserrat gave you?”
Sylvie suddenly looked very calculating. “We can use that to store our stuff and we can work there. It will officially be our room. But, I must sleep with you tonight in the room I shared with Ruth; and tomorrow night, you must make love with me in the room where you slept with Monserrat.” 
Alex laughed uproariously. “I never know what’s going to come out of you! Are you trying to sully the goddesses?”
“Just disrupt them a bit.” She suddenly grabbed Alex and kissed her passionately. “Don’t you want to?”
“Now I do! What will you do if they come in on us like the Guardia Civil?”
“They won’t. They have a secret place, somewhere you’ve never been with Monserrat.”
Alex looked at her in wonder and thought, how many secrets do you have, my love? They both smiled broadly. “Well, I’ll take you anywhere, anytime. In front of them if you like.” They both laughed.
“No, not that,” Sylvie said. “Did Monserrat say anything about Ruth?”
“They’re together and very happy.”
Sylvie’s face looked conflicted, then angry. “Did you answer? Wish them well?”
“Oh, yes! I’m really happy for them.”
“Did Ruth say anything?”
“No, the message was from Monserrat. Ruth’s cell phone is probably still locked in the glove compartment with yours.” Alex could see that this disturbed Sylvie and said nothing else about it. They moved their luggage into Sylvie’s room, and Sylvie began to dress. She wore another colorful, deep-necked dress that frankly revealed her body as well as low heels.
Alex watched her, astonished again by her beauty, which seemed to show new facets and dimensions in different rooms, situations, and even times of day. Today, she was an Arab woman; yesterday, she was South Asian. At night, she was a European bombshell. “I don’t know how to tell you how beautiful you look,” Alex said. “You’ll have those people following you around again.”
“I’m dressing for you,” Sylvie said, simply. “I’ve been camping all summer, and I feel like it.” She suddenly took Alex’s arm for support as she straightened the heel of her shoe. The words and the gesture were so effortless and natural that Alex closed her eyes, overwhelmed by joy. It was this, she thought, that she had wanted so desperately all along. When all the confusion was done, and Sylvie would say words like these and take her arm without thinking.
The world suddenly vanished in a silent ecstasy. When Alex returned to the room, she was smiling and Sylvie was smoothing her dress in the mirror. Sylvie noticed her silence and turned, smiling; the smile with that bit of challenge and play and sex and so much love now, and Alex knew she would always love Sylvie with a rare intensity. Why was it so different, this time, she wondered, and then she knew: because there were no limits. Anything could happen. It was pure adventure. That was what she really wanted from love, work, life, everything. The world suddenly vanished again. 
When Alex returned, she thought, of course, I had to fuck my way all over Barcelona to get it.
She continued to smile and realized that her body felt different. It was as though she could feel all parts of it more distinctly, and it had more force, somehow, in a resting pose. She was not waiting for something; she was there. She had now made love many times in the streets of a city she adored. The city felt different. It was more intimate. It was hers now. She was no longer a foreigner. The city was hers and her body lived there in simplicity and peace. Her body had its needs, and they were to be satisfied. Her body, her life, had a dignity they had not before.
There was something new in the world.
When they rejoined the others, it was late and the individual groups had ended, leaving a collection of women sitting around, enjoying the last of the evening together. Another animated discussion was going on between them, ranging freely over sex, prostitution, and women’s rights.
“At the Catholic girls school I went to,” said one of the journalists, “they called the penis ‘the diabolical serpent’ and the vagina, ‘Satan’s den.’” No wonder so many Spaniards are screwed up sexually.” Everyone laughed.
“Under Franco,” said one of the seniors, “there was a powerful priest who said that cinema ‘was the greatest calamity to have befallen mankind since the Fall of Adam,’ worse than ‘the Flood, two world wars and the atom bomb.’” The group burst into laughter.
“Prostitution is more blatant now,” said a journalist. “When you’re driving along a highway in the countryside and you come to one of those big country houses all lit up with neon, it’s always a brothel.”
“But that’s what AMELA’s for,” said a student. “Prostitution is legal but pimps are not. It’s illegal for men to make money on women now.”
“So what’s the result?” asked a writer. “Now we’ve got pimps who are protected by the Mafia and prostitutes who are sex slaves from Eastern Europe.” A cacophony suddenly sounded in the room, everyone talking at once.
Finally, the voice of a professor was the loudest and the group listened. “There was even more prostitution under Franco. But today, eighty percent of prostitutes are foreign. Spanish women aren’t doing much of it.”
“You know, when they break up one of those Mafia brothels,” said a senior, “they have cute little rehabilitation programs for the foreign women, teaching them how to speak Spanish and do gardening. What wife would want a flower like that in her backyard?” Everyone laughed.
“But the best brothel was Barcelona,” said a journalist. “The red light district was the biggest in Spain up to the 1980s. Today, look at it! It’s a bunch of boutiques, art galleries, universities, and bookstores. Kill ’em with culture.”
“I loved that old red light district,” said a senior who was a writer. “The streets were maze-like; even we Catalans got lost in them. They were very dangerous, too. I used to walk around there with a bunch of women who carried knives. Jean Genet wrote The Thief’s Journal while he was living there.”
“But aren’t we progressive in some ways, too?” asked a student. “We’re ahead of the whole world on gay marriage, or at least since 2003 when Zapatero legalized it.”
“But Madrid’s ahead of Barcelona. They have those ‘kiss-ins’ on Gay Pride Day in the Puerta del Sol,” said another student.
“I do that every year in Barcelona,” said another student.
“Every year! You should be doing that several times a day,” said another student.
“Hell, I do! Just not in public places,” said a student. It was rapidly turning into a dispute between students.
“Anyway, Barcelona started lesbian rights in the 1970s. My mother told me about it,” said a student.
“But my sister was a member!” said a student proudly.
“Enough!” said a journalist, who wanted to stop a trivial argument among students. “Shut up unless you were actually born during a lesbian political rally.”
“I was, I was!” said the most persistent student, a writer. “They had to carry my mother through the streets.” Everyone laughed; no one believed it.
“This argument is over,” said the journalist. “Goodnight, students.”
No one left.
“Zapatero had that fifty-fifty cabinet of men and women. Didn’t that really blow your mind?” asked a media professional.
“But that’s just because no one expected him to win,” said a journalist.
“And half the men were Opus Dei, so there was really another gender and maybe even another species in the cabinet all along,” said a writer. Everyone laughed; the discussion was back in full swing.
“That cabinet is why they call us ‘the Sweden of the Mediterranean.’ There is no other conceivable reason,” said a professor.
“Unless they’re still thinking about all those Swedish women on the beach in their bikinis, the ones all the men can’t forget about,” said a journalist.
“Who could not be thinking about them? I think about them plenty,” said a gay rights lawyer to applause and laughter.
“Before this degenerates into anything let us kindly say ‘whimsical,’ let’s get back to the subject we were discussing before, men and women and whether we have made any progress toward equality,” said a senior who was also a professor.
“Since when were we talking about that? I thought the topic was sex,” said a student.
“That’s because your generation talks about nothing but sex. My generation was talking about equal rights,” answered the professor. The student looked miffed.
“The real crux of it is the speed of change,” said a journalist. “Before the death of Franco, women had no rights outside the home if they married. In the six years after Franco, all of that was undone. By the 1990s, women had entered the professions in great numbers and there are now more women in the university than men.”
“And what about bullfighters?” asked one of the writers, who half-wanted to bait the journalist. “Women couldn’t fight bulls for a century, and then there was that hair-dresser, Cristina Sanchez, who entered the bullring and killed all six bulls in the corrida.”
“I’d rather we didn’t talk about fighting bulls,” said one of the seniors. “I’ve always found them terribly sweet. I love to pet them—they are very sensitive around their noses and lips—and besides, our web site argues for the end of bullfighting.”
“But we’re not advocating it!” said a student. “We’re just talking about whether women have been involved in Spain’s most macho profession. I didn’t know about Cristina.”
“Before Cristina Sanchez, there was that amazing old woman in the nineteenth century,” said a professor. “She fought her last bull at the age of seventy-six. What was her name?”
“Who would ever remember that?” asked a student.
“Martina Garcia,” said a senior firmly, “and don’t forget it.”
“I always root for the bulls at a bull-fight, and I really don’t care if the matador gets it,” said a writer. “Of course, I would never feel that way toward a woman in her seventies in the bullring. This is an involved way of asking: can we stop this conversation?”
“No, let’s just stop talking about women bull-fighters,” said a professor. “By the way, Cristina retired early because, as she said, Spain still discriminates against women. She couldn’t get into as many corridas as a man.”
“No wonder!” said a media professional. “What man would pay money to see a woman who killed all the bulls and was the best matador in the corrida?” Everyone laughed.
“Since Franco,” said a journalist, “women have entered the military en masse, even the fighting units. They’re pilots now, too. Women are in the Guardia Civil.”
“Then Spain has caught up to the U.S. in less than a decade,” Alex said in excitement.
“We should have no comparisons to a country that has gone berserk! Spain is no right-wing pig of a country where people love their guns more than their genitals,” said a journalist.
Alex looked crestfallen, again. “They’ll elect another government in 2008, and it will be very different then,” she said in a small voice. Sylvie smiled and kissed her; then Alex felt a wild elation.
“Does all of this make a real difference?” asked a professor. “The laws in Spain have changed, true, but like many other European countries, women didn’t really unite and fight for it. So, discrimination has a way of coming and going. If there’s an economic crunch, women are the first to be fired. Right now, they have double the unemployment rate of men. That’s appalling.”
“And they create professional niches for themselves,” said a writer. “I’ve read that seventy percent of Spanish chemists are women. Health, education and law are all niches full of women. There are nearly as many women lawyers, doctors and judges as there are men.”
“The board-room is still the glass ceiling,” said a professor. “So few women are heads of corporations.”
“Also, home life has never changed,” said a senior. “It’s just as it was in the 1930s when women entered the anarchist, socialist, and communist movements. Spanish men pretend to support women’s rights and then refuse to do housework and childcare. Women have to work as professionals and then be mothers and homemakers, too. That’s exhaustion, not emancipation.”
“And there are plenty of men who frankly prefer that,” said a media professional. “The family has more money, and he’s still lord and master.”
“That’s probably why the birth rate is falling all over Europe,” said a journalist.
“So, who wants to get married?” asked a writer with a grin, still half-wanting to bait a journalist.
The room was silent.
“Hey, now we know how to shut up an uppity woman. Just ask whether she wants a husband,” said the writer.
Everyone laughed; then they began speaking in smaller groups. Several noticed the time and left. The evening was ending. Alex looked at Sylvie and discovered that they were both smiling. “Such a great place,” Alex said. “They can say anything.”
“And do what they want!” Sylvie smiled, lightly pushed Alex against the wall and kissed her.
Alex was enthralled. “Let’s get a bottle of wine and drink it together upstairs.”
“I’d have had to seduce you right here if you hadn’t said that.” They were suddenly thrilled at the prospect of making love in this house, Monserrat’s magnificent house full of living spirits that changed the lives of those who came to it.



 
 . . . AND STILL ANOTHER day with my love in the city that is ours but dazzles me as though I were a stranger to it, Ruth was thinking, walking and holding hands with Monserrat. Where was that stained glass window in the shape of a rose? A woman was being crowned in the central sphere of it, and the golden light of paradise radiated out from them as though a pagan sun god was being immortalized. Angels were floating in a circle about them like petals of the rose. It must be the Virgin Mary, but the concept is a Platonic abstract of the ideal rose as a woman. Where did we see it? A Gothic Church. I kissed her there since she brought me to it, and why should the rose not have one more petal . . .
 . . . I love her, Monserrat was thinking and walking with Ruth, and my love is that rose window at the Church of Santa del Mar where we kissed. Now we are walking in the Ribera, broad thoroughfares where we can stroll without cars. The complexity and intricacy of the building facades reflect so many architectural periods, all with sparse trees rising up to the white sky, that it gives me a sense of radiantly dappled light. The sky is broken into so many pieces by the trees and buildings that the light is confetti being tossed up as my love is leaping up, and all because I love her . . .
 . . . How incredible that it is a building, Ruth thought while walking with Monserrat, the Palace of Catalan Music, yet it is such a profusion of color, design and floral exuberance that it has the energy and life of a rainforest. Flowers are becoming brocades becoming seashells becoming columns becoming humans in all their magnificence, to the sound of trumpets and all of it hurled by comets. I do not exaggerate. What a perfect shape for performances of music, the art that stimulates the entire brain at once. Then we are inside and the interior is the jest intensified—sculpted lights and walls that are jungles of whorled and foamy organic shapes. Yet it is nothing compared to the skylight in the shape of a black hole. Directly beneath it, we see the big bang of the universe explode outward in golden tentacles of energy, at last dissipating into human life at the periphery. We look at one another and burst out laughing. It is the only sane response to such a phenomenon. I kiss her impetuously, or does she now expect it . . . 
. . . We are back in the Eixample where my house is, Monserrat was thinking as they walked. After the roar of Gaudi, it’s the echo of so many Modernist architects and craftsmen who finished the city in an orderly octagonal pattern. Yet, it has its own mad genius. The interior walls of its houses have ceramic reliefs that are part luxurious fabric, part sea star, walls with ceramic textiles in the shape of enormous pectorals, brilliant evening necklaces for women. There are marble reliefs in which humans and dragons are so entangled in conflict that they become one another. We’re passing Casa Calvet with its rich wooden door having a metal peephole that has the detail and majesty of a mandala, a world in a secret. My love will appreciate that . . .
. . . I have gone crazy with love for her, Ruth was thinking and walking. This city is a perfect home for us, made by cosmically love-addled brains. Now we are wandering along a block called the Apple of Discord, where all the famous Modernist architects created their buildings side-by-side to maximize the spectacle. But I have my limits: my delight is the stained glass windows of Casa Morena. I love the immense dignity of the chickens walking in a line, contrasting with the wild birds that can still soar through the air. Thus the domesticated and wild go to their fates with an animal passion and intrinsic nobility. I love them as much as anything on this street, but how much more do I love her . . .
. . . But of course we had to end up on the Ramblas, Monserrat was thinking and walking, as all humanity must pour over these streets and be entertained by any kind of street performer, assuming the shapes and miens of angels, apples, robots, reptilian-mammalian monsters, a human strawberry, a figure with black bags and silver spray paint who is impersonating a constellation of stars, for why not? The whole street asks, why not? The thoroughfares are covered with spherical mosaics by Miro. It is late spring, which brings out the delicate green-toned plane trees. Inevitably, we are by the sea, yet she is taken by the lions at Columbus Circle, so purely noble that their billowy manes are fallen haloes. Will she kiss me here? I have only to look at her. But of course, she does . . .
. . . a state of mad love and confusion, Ruth thought as she walked. Where did I see a building roof in the shape of a rainbow striped butterfly? Where was that interior wall that was covered with ceramics in the shapes of orifices and octopi? I think it was Casa Sayrachs. It was Casa Comalat that had interior walls forming the evolutionary progression of seashells through the ages and an exterior of innumerable blue-green swaying forms, sea-foam in which I could see painted eyes and butterflies. Another building had inner columns topped by shapes that could be eyes, flowers or octopi. Where did I see that sculpture of a bronze giraffe reclining on its back with the protuberant neck and face of a Sphinx? Where did she delight me by standing and taking a dance pose in the middle of a circle of stone Catalan dancers? Where did we come upon that androgynous nude sculpture of a woman—Morgen or Morgana—her arms above her head, dancing to a wild music, every line of her body revealing the witchery of its rhythm? She was the perfect summation of it all, but I only wanted to touch Monserrat and kiss her again . . .
. . . I feel my power over her, Monserrat was thinking. Ruth was looking outward for much of the day, but now it is nightfall and she can only see me. We could go on celebrating our love throughout the night on the city’s bell-like stones, resounding with thousands of years of Mediterranean pageantry, but what for? I’ll take her home instead and love her as I have all day, over and over, again and again, how I will love her . . .



 
ALEX WAS ASTONISHED at Sylvie’s immersion in her art—the length of time she could paint in a day (ten to twelve hours, if not more), her complete absorption in it, with breaks only for food, water and the bathroom—and the equally astonishing colors and images that appeared over her canvases. When she took a break, she would find Alex and kiss her passionately and then race back, wordless, to her work. It had happened for the first time this morning. Sylvie began in the painters’ room at seven am and broke for water at around ten am. She found Alex standing in the room, pushed her to the wall and gave her a kiss lasting many minutes, then was back at her canvas as though nothing else existed. When Alex looked up, she saw several envious eyes on her. She smiled in shy, self-conscious delight and returned to her work.
In the evening, they had dinner in the Eixample and felt the excitement of the city again. Still, Sylvie returned for a last few hours of work and then wanted nothing but wine and love; which Alex, who adored her, found the most exquisite part of the day. Alex quickly noted that Sylvie’s intense work on her painting acted as a mysterious stimulant and made her even more passionate as a lover. By the end of the first day, just past midnight, Alex decided that this life was perhaps the most beneficent thing that could happen for her ability to finish her dissertation and several other intellectual projects, and it was also the best thing for her body, health and well-being. And here, Monserrat was encouraging them to stay, or so her phone messages said, since they had still not met Ruth and Monserrat at the house. What a terribly fortunate outcome, Alex thought; that is, what a hard-working, productive and blissfully sexy way to live. Ah, the life of an artist and oh, the life of an academic living with that sexy, beautiful artist! Alex smiled; her concept of “the good life” had taken a new turn.
Her second day living with Sylvie was a repeat of the first, utterly blissful and productive. Alex began to feel that Sylvie was ravishing her throughout the day. Each time Sylvie left her to return to work, Alex thought, good-god, this woman does not care what anyone sees her doing or what anyone might think of her! Alex always blushed deeply, though the greater part of it was pleasure.
In the evening as they had dinner at a sidewalk restaurant, Sylvie became interested in Alex’s dissertation. As the cooler night air came in from the Mediterranean, Alex said, “It’s on the subject of Spanish women poets of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, up to the present. They’ve gotten a raw deal from nearly all the critics, who see the twentieth-century up until Franco as a ‘great period’ in Spanish poetry, all written by men. The Spanish women poets in this time period are, in my opinion, every bit as striking and far more original than the highly celebrated male poets. Feminist critics have observed some of this, but my book will go much farther. It will include contemporary lesbian poets in Spain, too, who are also very original, I think.” 
Alex was silent, considering how much of herself she really wanted to reveal, then decided to be honest. “That’s why I can quote so much poetry from memory. I’m reading the poetry written by Spanish women all the time I’m working. So, I’m actually not the great genius the Mujeres Libres labeled me as being, though I did let them think so.” There now; you’ve told her, Alex thought. Of course, she had allowed Sylvie to think so, too.
Sylvie smiled, realizing that this was a modestly guilty confession. “I’m still madly in love with you,” she said. “But please continue; tell me another secret, something really shocking. I will reciprocate, if you wish.”
Alex appreciated Sylvie’s playful mood but was alarmed at the prospect of a genuine secret from a woman as uninhibited as Sylvie. She began to advance on shaky ground. “I was once . . . watching a nature show on TV, and there was a section showing a tigress that lived in a Siberian forest. A helicopter flew past, part of the group that was filming her, and she climbed up a tree very fast, raced up it, really, to threaten the helicopter. She was huge, beautiful, and powerful. Her paws were enormous, and she actually reached out to the helicopter and threatened it from the top of the tree, roaring all the while. If the helicopter had been closer to her, she might have brought it down with her paw. God, she was so ferocious, proud, and gorgeous! She actually attacked something as big and noisy as a helicopter because it was flying in the air over her forest, her territory. Instantly, I loved her. In fact, I thought that if I could make love with her and not get myself killed in the process, I might just do it.” Alex blushed furiously and looked up at Sylvie. “There. Was that juicy enough for you?”
Sylvie laughed uproariously. “Oh, yes,” she said. “That was utterly unexpected. Actually, I can easily imagine it. I’d love her, too.” She continued to smile and stare at Alex in deep appreciation. I know you, Alex thought. You’re thinking that you’re the closest thing to that tigress I’ll ever have. But Sylvie was actually thinking, how you please me, lover! She continued to smile at Alex, whose tension began to mount at the prospect of a confession from Sylvie.
“I don’t have anything really shocking, I’m afraid,” Sylvie finally said. “But since you’ve said you want to live with me in Paris and even marry me, you should know that I want to have a child at some point. Not now. I would have to be in a better position economically, and there’s plenty of time. But at some point, I will want to have one and that means my lover will have to want the child, too. How does that make you feel?”
So that’s it, Alex thought. She has been trying to tell me this for some time; that’s why she brought up secrets. “Do you know the father? Would you be close to him?”
“No, everything would be anonymous. I don’t want any men complicating my life.”
“How would you see me relative to the child?” Alex watched Sylvie in fascination. She had never seen her look so disturbed. She’s afraid of losing me, she thought.
“As father or mother to the child, too,” Sylvie said. She was suddenly terrified at the prospect of Alex rejecting the idea, for that would ultimately mean losing her. “As my husband,” she added.
A smile of startled delight passed over Alex’s face, simply by the words, husband and father, relative to the woman she adored. Something fell far down into the bottom of her mind and stirred deep waters. She was silent in astonishment for a long time, thinking about a child of Sylvie’s and a life with it. Sylvie watched her face very carefully. “I never knew I wanted a child,” Alex said softly, almost whispering.
There was something new in the world, again.



 
WHEN ALEX AND Sylvie returned to the house, the regular group meetings had ended, and a number of women stayed behind, as usual, to talk uninhibitedly together and enjoy the last of the evening. Since their conversation had been very intense, Alex and Sylvie didn’t feel like continuing their work, and they sat with the group to hear the discussion, which seemed to be on the subject of the Spanish media and who it was reaching and influencing.
“Do Spaniards actually buy and read newspapers?” asked a factory worker. “Everyone is pinching pennies.”
“Yes, they read the free ones,” answered a media professional. “With paid news, one person buys a copy and maybe half a dozen others read it. You have office newspapers, even park bench newspapers.”
“But so many people watch TV instead,” said a senior. “La caja tonta, the idiot box, is the ultimate voice in the dark of night.”
“But they don’t actually watch it,” said a student. “It’s only background sound, white noise.”
“They watch when there’s sex,” said a journalist. “Remember the last episode of A Day is a Day on TV-3 in Barcelona? The host asked the whole cast and audience to take their clothes off in front of the camera. I heard they did it.”
“I heard they didn’t,” said a professor.
“There, you’ve proven my point!” said the student. “Nobody watches—that’s why you’ve heard two different versions.”
“My TV favorites were those early sex shows in the 1990s,” said a lawyer. “There was a quiz show with strip teasers on one channel and then a talk show with strippers on another channel. I used to watch it with my little brother, and we’d shift between the channels and laugh all night about them.”
“For a while, I got caught up in the Latin American soap operas,” said a writer. “There was one about a chemist and another about a family doctor. I loved them.”
“I know plenty of women who became doctors and chemists after watching those shows,” said a doctor.
“That makes me wonder how many became strippers on talk shows and quiz shows,” said the writer.
Everyone laughed. Protests of “aaugh” and “no one!” were uttered.
“My favorites were the early celebrity scandal shows,” said a senior. “They were raw enough for Pilar, weren’t they, dear? If they didn’t have any scandals to report on, they created their own. I loved that night when an interviewer ran down an alley to catch up with a bullfighter’s mistress so he could find out if his penis was bigger than the bullfighter’s. ” Everyone laughed, then there was the sound of many women talking at once.
“Then the government hired a couple of women to clean up all those shows,” said a journalist.
“Why must women always be the ones to clean everything up?” asked a senior.
“Men are congenitally irresponsible or dirty—unless they’re both, of course,” said a writer.
“Spaniards listen more to radio than anything else, I think,” said a professor. “The older generation only listens to radio and reads free newspapers.”
“Radio moves information faster than any other medium except the Internet,” said a journalist. “It really came through for us after the terrorist bombings, when Aznar was defeated.”
“I love the pirated radio stations,” said a writer. “Late at night, I never know what I’m going to hear. Lately, there’s some guy on at around three am with the softest voice who talks really dirty. My mother can’t go to sleep without him.”
“I like the obscene woman on at four am,” said a senior. “She wakes everybody back up again.”
“I’ve heard crazy people on those pirate stations,” said a student. “A guy once said he was broadcasting aboard a UFO with a bunch of aliens.”
“I’ve even heard a little old lady who goes on and on about what great paella she makes,” said an artist. “She’s non-stop!”
“That’s my mother-in-law!” said a factory worker. “We always tell her to shut up about her damned paella! Is she on radio now?”
“Listen up, friends,” said a journalist. “It’s starting to sound as though you’re really fast asleep in those wee hours of the night and dreaming all this stuff! Are you sure all these radio pirates really exist?”
“I got up to take a leak around four and heard the little old lady with her paella,” said a writer. “Also, you have no sense of humor!” Everyone laughed, and several women began to speak in smaller groups.
“Ladies, very raw ladies, just as I love you!” Pilar said in a loud voice, and the group was quiet again. “I have an idea for you to consider. Libre and I recently learned how to pirate a radio station. Our friend, Alex, knows a lot about technology—she does the web site and Facebook page for the house—and she showed us how to pirate a station. So, we had two ideas for a radio series, to be broadcast as far as we can go. Libre lived in American—San Francisco—for several years, and she said Americans love movies and TV shows about people who can see and talk to dead people, ghosts. They say they ‘whisper’ to them, apparently, and ‘whisperer’ often gets into the title. Well, we wanted to apply this idea to the Spanish gay community with a show called ‘The Dyke Whisperer.’ All these gay people will die, as everyone does, without resolving their issues with lovers, friends, and family and need desperately to speak to them. So, a dyke medium will be able to communicate with the dead and be asked by all the poor neurotic ghosts of gays to talk to their lovers, families, their cats and dogs, their goldfish, everyone. It would, of course, be a farce, though Libre says the Americans actually believe this kind of thing and even make serious films about it.
“So, that’s one idea. The other is an idea I heard here—a woman wakes up one day covered with orifices; and, the world being what it is, she will instantly attract many fools, mainly men but some women, too. As they all try to use her for all the foolish and obvious purposes we can so easily imagine, you will hear a parade of all the obsessions, obscenities and general fatuity that flesh is heir to, etc. So, what do you think of these two ideas for a pirate radio series?”
The group was silent, appalled, then burst out laughing. “It’s certainly no worse than late-night sex talk and paella,” said a senior.
“The ideas are ingenious,” Alex said, “and, like many ingenious ideas, they are probably better in concept than in execution.”
“Meaning what?” growled Libre, her mohawk hair a vivid blue.
“Meaning that it will be funny for an episode or two and then fall flat,” said Alex. “A series requires a substantial idea, and this may only be a clever one. But then, I could be wrong. Maybe you will be able to make all kinds of witty, hilarious permutations and combinations out of it.”
The group was silent.
“Perhaps we should be discussing not the media but whether the arts in Spain are some of the most bizarre in the world,” said a professor.
Everyone laughed and a few cheered. A new irreverent discussion was born.
“There’s that Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao built to look like a fish,” said a factory worker. “Bilbao is so rainy and dull that a fish might want to vacation there, but I can’t imagine anyone else taking a trip to see the thing.”
“Well, there’s the matter that Spain is the only European country to have a real phantom of the opera,” said a musician, “and, like Spain’s most bizarre architecture, it’s here in Barcelona. The Teatro Real may look stable now, but my aunt, who sings opera, told me that it was destroyed by fire several times and once blown up. Then, when they tried to rebuild it, the architect died from heart failure as he was giving his plans to the media. After that, the centerpiece, a chandelier weighing more than two tons, fell to the floor and the builders went bankrupt.”
“But now, it’s a great opera house,” said a doctor. “I’ve seen many wonderful productions there.”
“I have never set foot in it and never will,” said the musician.
“What are you, superstitious?” asked a lawyer. “Galician?”
“No,” said the musician, “a student of Spanish history forced to believe that our phantoms are unusually nasty ones.”
“But the phantom has left,” said a student.
“Even a phantom can become embarrassed. It may have left for America, a perfect home,” said the musician.
“There is also the matter of how Spain got the art on display at the Villahermosa Palace,” said an artist. “I read that there was an open worldwide competition for it since it was considered to be the most important private art collection in Europe, the Thyssen collection, owned by a Dutch steel tycoon. All the VIPs from different countries went to him to plea for their country as a setting for it. Prince Charles was sent by Britain to get it for the Tate. It was Spain that won it, and you know how? Our art ambassador was a former Miss Spain. The steel tycoon was overwhelmed by lust and gave it to her. So, there it is, Spain’s property, on view in the Villahermosa Palace.”
“I don’t find anything particularly bizarre about that, just realistic,” said a lawyer. “Since when has Spain not been a great place to fuck?”
“Let’s remember that it was a distinguished and brilliant woman, Pilar Miro, who single-handedly created the conditions for Spain’s current renaissance in cinema,” said a professor. “When the Socialists came to power, they made her the government controller of the film industry. She got rid of censorship and initiated a system of government subsidies for art house films. Spain made little but sex farces before her intervention; now our films have international renown. The first director to benefit from her system was Almoldóvar.”
“There are many important women in the arts,” said another professor. “There are sculptors, Susana Galano in the 1980s and now, Cristina Iglesias. In ballet, there’s Tamara Rojo. There are several internationally famous opera singers—Monserrat Caballé, Teresa Berganza, Maria Bayo. Of course, they primarily perform abroad, since Spain can’t finance many complex musical productions.”
“I was moved that Picasso’s ‘Guernica’ returned to Spain from New York after democracy was restored. That made great sense.”
“But now, we are coming to the conclusion that Spanish arts are not bizarre, and I won’t concede that,” said a writer. “What about Spain’s first national ballet? It completely disgraced itself when two dancers attended the German reception in drag. So, that production was the beginning and end of our national ballet.”
“That makes the Germans and the audience more bizarre than the performers, in my opinion,” said a lawyer. “Let the queens have their night out.”
“Someone said that we now have a great international cinema, but how do we evaluate it if some of its most famous productions concern themselves with physical paralysis, nervous breakdowns, transsexuality, dementia, murder and ghosts?” asked a professor. “It is still bizarre.”
“No, it’s just an improvement for a country previously known mainly for bullfights and drugged gypsies performing flamenco,” said a student.
Everyone laughed, gave up the quest for truth, and started talking in smaller groups. It was the end of another evening at Monserrat’s, and they were tired.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT woke up together in late morning light. They had made love long into the night. Now, they were caressing one another, wordless.
I never knew it could happen again, Monserrat thought, but here it is. Here you are, intimate goddess of my life. Maybe you’ll make a pagan of me, too. What an unvirginal vestal I’ll be.
How soft yet sure, bold yet beguiling, such ease in the erotic and all the other wonderful contraries there are in you, Ruth thought. You are limitless. You are my adventure. Sylvie was all the intensity of young love, which has its own bright infinities. But, you are the depth and richness of love.
How at ease we are, Monserrat thought, hardly needing to speak. Without words we say, you are everything as long as my life lasts, my love, my so husbandly woman.
There is a speech purely of the body, Ruth thought. When did I stop talking? Last night, I thought I was swimming with you underwater. We had to be in the sea, for the gravity of the earth was gone.
We have said everything, Monserrat thought. Now there is the everything unsaid. You know what I feel like second sight. Is what I say, even think, irrelevant entirely? Almost!
They rose and looked out at Monserrat’s panoramic view of their city, the beautiful city on water with buildings that sprang up from the hand of a wild fantasist. They could see the great bulbous hive of the Agbar Tower, buzzing with kinetic red, blue and yellow tiles of color. Yes, Ruth thought, buildings seem to be creatures, living things here. “Well, our city has a multitude of words,” she said, “even if we don’t.”
“It does. It’s calling us and we must either invite or resist it.”
“Let’s resist, stay home and work today,” Ruth said.
“Yes, we need that now, and we have unfinished business with our two young women.”
“Oh, yes! If we stay here, we’re bound to run into them. I want to see your art very much, too. That’s equally important.”
“Most of it is in Cadaqués. Let’s go there! We can work very well there, too.”
“But, let’s stay at least for today. There’s that unfinished business,” Ruth said.
“They’re doing very well without us. Alex has been giving me messages every day. They’re working all the time—when they’re not making love.”
“That sounds like Sylvie’s influence. Has she said anything . . . violent?” They laughed.
“Alex would never tell me if she did. But, she is a woman who lives with a certain violence.”
Ah, Ruth thought, those delicate words for something perhaps too painful to describe: a woman of a certain age, a woman of a certain violence. “That’s why we should meet with them, get it over with. And, we both want to work.”
“Oh, yes. And we will!”



 
ALEX WOKE UP late and Sylvie was gone. Where . . . ? She thought sleepily but with dismay. Of course, she’s in the painting room. Alex washed, dressed and hurried there. Sylvie was working with such obviously intense concentration and emotion that Alex did not want to interrupt her. She did watch, however. Monserrat provided a big supply of free canvases for all the painters, and Sylvie had covered more than a dozen with images and colors that struck Alex with awe: the face of a lynx that looked like an Egyptian god; a wild bull rising out of a lake; fabulously colorful birds that Alex could not name; a street prostitute with a harsh, unsettling stare; a gypsy flamenco artist who seemed to be merging with a huge, turquoise bird; a gypsy dancer in a yellow gown, dancing with a golden dagger; fantasy sequences, nude women and giant insects in the Gothic Quarter, women making love in a night sky full of stars. What was pouring out of Sylvie? She always said that she was painting Spain, Alex recalled. Where on earth had she been? Alex could only marvel and smile. I am in love with a genius in art, unpredictability and sex, she thought. I hope I am her equal. That thought sent Alex quickly back to her own work.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were now in a study beside their bedroom, preparing to work. “There’s something I’ve never told you,” Monserrat said. “I have a great theory, too. I wonder what you would think of it. At some point in prehistory or history, Spain was matriarchal, according to some historians. I’ve studied Spanish art and see some signs of it.”
“That’s right up my alley!” Ruth said enthusiastically. “You must tell me your theory.”
“It begins in the first Neolithic art. The caves in Northern Spain show representations of humans solely as handprints; they are obviously without gender. The caves are in El Castillo, Santander and Alta Mira, and the images were made between fifteen thousand and twelve thousand years ago. The greatest animal paintings were done in Altamira—bison, horses, deer, bulls, even goats.”
“I’m familiar with them,” Ruth said. “The cave paintings were found by the young daughter of a Spanish nobleman in the late nineteenth century. So, women have even introduced them to us. The images seem to show a time celebrating the magic of animals and the hunt and may very well have been egalitarian.”
“It gets even more interesting in the Neolithic caves of Southern Spain. In Teruel, you see the first representation of an entire human being painted roughly ten thousand years ago, a woman who is climbing a tree.”
“You can’t imagine how exciting this is to me! There is no more essentially bonobo behavior than that, and I had no idea this image was painted in Neolithic Spain. Go on, please!”
“Well, in the southern caves, you also find the first representations of group religion as a circle of men around a standing woman.”
“So, the power of animals and women were the first sources of artistic and religious inspiration and expression. This is how we began. Amazing! I wish we could get back there. I wouldn’t need to write my book if we had a bit of Neolithic values.”
“Then, in the earliest Iberian art, appearing around the fifth to the third centuries BC, you see a marked difference in the way men and women are represented. Always more detailed, the women are motionless, symmetrical and often open-armed, displaying a kind of cosmic power that is life-giving and nurturing. Perfect stillness as cosmic power has a similar meaning in the earliest Egyptian pharaonic art. I have a photo here in this book of one of the earliest sculptures of an Iberian woman. It arouses very complex responses in me. What do you see?”
Ruth stared for several minutes. “She is wrapped very gracefully in a head-to-toe garment . . .”
“A manto,” Monserrat said.
“The rippling folds of the manto, the large roundness of her head and her regular features—large eyes, thick Levantine brows—show perfect symmetry; you’re right. There is also a more subtly balanced symmetry in the mirroring roundness of her shoulders, the reversed positions of her hands—one open and sloping upwards, one closed and sloping downwards—and her feet, which create a base or altar. She stares in a trance-like state. Yes, I naturally think of a self-sustaining cosmic unity suggesting a deity. There is also an intimacy and charm to her; she looks as though she could fit into my hand.”
“The representation of men is all movement and asymmetry. It is more primitive and less delineated.”
“Monserrat, you must publish these ideas! You must write a book. I want to reference you in my own book.”
“You mean we’ll all be writing a book? Alex is writing at least one, possibly a half-dozen.”
“So, we’ll all do it! They will be about our explorations, discoveries, our passions. Why not do that?”
“Well, I certainly don’t want to be lagging behind everyone else.” They smiled and began to caress one another’s faces. She gives me so much pleasure that I want to do it and show it to her, Monserrat thought. “But poor Sylvie,” she added, “she isn’t writing one.”
“Never worry about her. She is one of the most driven women I’ve ever met,” Ruth said. “She’ll have her own art shows soon enough. Besides, there is no reason the muses can’t inspire and worship one another.” They laughed. Such a pagan, Monserrat thought, but one who loves me. “Go on, then,” Ruth said. “I am your most enthusiastic audience on the topic of women in Spain.”
“Here’s another sculpture from the same period, now part of the collection at the archaeology museum of Barcelona. It was found in Ibiza, a priestess wearing a large necklace, also open-armed with huge eyes and beautifully regular features. The cosmic power is there again in her symmetry, open arms, and hands partially closed, as though her spiritual power must also return to her and sustain itself, similar to the meaning of closed finger positions in ancient Buddhist art.
“You see?” Monserrat continued. “The art of men in this period is still quite primitive in comparison. One piece of art is marvelous, though. The Spanish always have their own interpretation of another cultural influence, which is primarily ancient Greece at this time. This photo shows a scene painted onto an Iberian vase now held by the archaeological museum in Madrid. You see a dark Spanish man, naked and riding a horse bareback, who suddenly encounters a winged god with a classic Greek demeanor. The horse, startled, rears up, but the man smiles. You feel you can read his thoughts: ‘You, deity, are what they told you to be, but I am as I please.’”
“That’s delightful!”
“Yes. So, the theory is not pure. There are exceptions.”
“Inevitable.”
“Here’s another, an Iberian priestess with clear Levantine features. What do you see?”
“She holds a vessel out as though intending to pour a libation to the gods and thereby protect her world. There is perfect symmetry in every aspect—face, bodily position, clothing, ornamentation and headdress. Her face is very serious, probably in a trance, with huge eyes. The unity is more complex here, though. Her clothing, sloping both horizontally and vertically, balances the sculpture’s other primary shapes, which are arched and pyramidal. I see the center and giver of cosmic power. When did the ax fall on matriarchy?”
“It was probably eclipsed by this time, which was one of endless warfare between different ethnic groups; the art shows remnants of it, no more. But, we still have the most brilliant example of all early Iberian sculpture. Look at this photo of the ‘Lady of Elche,’ now at the Prado in Madrid. You see an intricately huge, regal headdress and rich jewels covering her entire torso to the waist. Her face could reflect no greater gravitas; she is as opulent in her power as a queen or goddess. You see the entranced, cosmic stare in a more penetrating form, enhanced by realistic depiction. The point, of course, is that the most regal, cosmic, powerful and complex art of this earliest period represented only female subjects. The male subjects look highly active but infantile, coarse and primitive in comparison.”
“So, we begin with the power of women and animals as the basis of religion and art, a power that nurtures life and is non-violent; after, male dominance comes along with violence, aggression institutionalized in religion and ethnicity.”
“That’s the story or rather, the book.”
“You must write it! You might also expand your study to include the earliest art of other European countries and perhaps even further afield. I bet you’ll find similar patterns and intriguing points of comparison. We’d then have a full picture and might even be able to date the fall of matriarchy and study what kind of culture emerged during and after its reign. That is why you must write this book. It’s yours!”



 
IN THE LATE afternoon, Alex broke from her work and returned to the painting room to find Sylvie. The painting of the Spanish dancer was finished, and it was clearly the most brilliantly colorful and powerful painting in the room. Sylvie lay beside it, asleep on a pillow from a couch in the living room. Alex smiled: she could understand how Sylvie had exhausted herself. She bent forward on her knees and slowly caressed Sylvie’s face. Sylvie awakened with a smile, threw her arms around Alex and kissed her.
“Fuck me,” she said.
Alex blushed and laughed. “Sure. Come upstairs.” She pulled Sylvie to her feet. Sylvie was suddenly wide-awake, watching Alex’s face carefully. “Are you bothered by that language?” she asked.
“From you? Oh, no! Far from it. Besides, you’d make such a great American.”
They made love in the room Sylvie had shared with Ruth this time; they had been alternating between the two bedrooms on Sylvie’s impulse. Their love was passionate, fast and a bit rough. Alex could now immediately sense when Sylvie wanted this and also when her love was gentler. It was early evening when they finished and then lay together, tenderly caressing one another. “It will be perfect if you recite some poetry to me now and then we go to dinner,” Sylvie said.
Alex recited:
 
Love turns you into a rosebush
and in your heart grows
a thorn as big as a spike
from which the devil hangs his costume.
 
Playing with the parts you love you scorch your fingers,
and you go on and on and on until you’re all ashes;
later,
on your feet again,
your body’s something else,
. . . the statue of a dead hero who got it somehow,
and none of the wounds show.
 
Sylvie laughed uproariously. “That was wonderful, just wonderful! I can just see them all intertwined—a woman perhaps masturbating, though perhaps I am too literal, and the head of a Greek god that seems to be shouting at her, all drawn together by the profuse branches and huge thorns of the rosebush. A Catholic cross is hovering in the air over them.”
“Wow!” said Alex. “Now I can see them, too.”
“But give me another, my muse.”
“The male poets are all writing about abstruse, cosmic matters, you see, and then there’s the woman, far more original, who wrote this:
 
These things, our things,
how they want to be wanted!
The table purrs under the weight of my elbows,
the chair when I collapse in it,
the door asks to be opened and closed,
the wine to be purchased and drunk,
my pencil undoes itself when I take it and write,
the closet shudders when I open and peek,
the sheets are sheets when I stretch out,
the bed moans when I get up.
What will come of things when we’re gone?
They’re like dogs that can’t make it without their masters.
 
“Lovely,” Sylvie said. “I can’t tell you all the images passing through my mind. Let’s hear another song, my muse.”
“This is entitled ‘Prayer,’ declaring, like the previous poem, no meaning but in things:
 
You are here on earth, our Father,
for I see you in the pine needle,
in the blue torso of the worker,
in the small girl who embroiders
with bent shoulder, mixing the thread on her finger.
Our Father here on earth,
in the furrow,
in the orchard,
in the mine,
in the seaport,
in the movie house,
in the wine,
in the house of the doctor.
Our Father here on earth,
where you have your glory and your hell,
and your limbo in the cafes
where the rich have their cool drink.
Our Father who sits in school without paying,
you are in the groceryman,
and in the man who is hungry,
and in the poet—never in the usurer!
Our Father here on earth,
reading on a bench of the Prado,
you are the old man feeding breadcrumbs to the birds
                              on the walk.
Our Father here on earth,
in the cigarette, in the kiss,
in the grain of the wheat, in the hearts
of all those who are good.
Father who can live anywhere,
God who moves into my loneliness,
you who quiet our anguish, here on earth,
Our Father, yes we see you,
those of us who will see you soon,
wherever you are, or there in heaven.
 
Sylvie smiled and kissed Alex for her performance. “My muse,” she said.
“You’re my inspiration, too. There is no reason the muses can’t inspire and worship one another.”
“I’m all for that!”
“I’m all for dinner. What a day!”
The cooler air from the Mediterranean passed over them as it grew dark and they sat in a sidewalk café, eating dinner and drinking wine. “Is there any way this life could be more perfect?” Sylvie asked.
“Actually, there is one. I’ve been tossing it around in my mind. I’m doing an English translation of Spanish women poets as my second book after the dissertation. It shouldn’t be much trouble getting an American academic press for it or even a bigger publishing house. Monserrat has a feminist book publishing company operating out of the house, and she has offered to publish the original Spanish edition. I’d love to have you illustrate it. That would make a very beautiful edition, a real work of art.”
“Oh, I’d love to do that!” Sylvie said in excitement. “Of course, I want the widest possible audience for my work. Thank you!” She immediately thought that may be the only time I’ve ever meant those two words. “So now, I’m doing a book, too,” she continued and smiled, “like everyone else. I wouldn’t want to lag behind on all of this inspiration. But poor Monserrat! She’s not doing a book.”
“Never fear for Monserrat. How pathetic can the editor-in-chief be, after all?”
Alex reached over the table and shook Sylvie’s hand as though they had concluded a business deal and then, with a smile, also kissed her hand as lewdly and sententiously as a Frenchman. “Grow famed along with me,” she said. “The best is yet to be!” They both smiled and saw the lights of the city in one another’s eyes.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT had finished dinner and decided to enjoy the last of the evening with the women’s groups. They entered the gazebo first. It was dark already and the moon had risen. The air was cooler and the setting, an open-air house with the design of a forest, enchanted them. 
“It began here,” Monserrat said.
“Yes.”
“But you’ve been traveling for such a long time.”
“And now I’ve come home to you. In every way.”
“Are we fortunate?”
“Oh, yes, but this is something we’ve earned, too. It’s yours to give, though.”
“But I’ve already given it to you. Now it’s yours to give.”
“No one will win this dispute.” They smiled, walked quickly toward the living room, and nearly ran into Alex and Sylvie, who had just returned from dinner.
The four women stared silently at one another. Alex felt cheeks blushing; Sylvie’s face grew dark. Ruth smiled and looked courtly. Monserrat laughed. The laugh was infectious and soon they were all laughing.
Then Sylvie, unsmiling, walked up to Ruth, took her hand, led her to two chairs in a corner, and began to talk. Alex smiled in unabashed delight and hugged Monserrat, kissing her cheeks and forehead. They sat down on a couch in the living room and began to talk. They were all soon at ease with one another and telling stories. From a distance, you would have thought they were two mothers with their daughters, the daughters having taken a trip somewhere and now returning to tell all the new things that had happened to them. At one point, Ruth laughed uproariously. Damn, Alex thought, she told! We vowed never to tell anyone about the Fantasia. Then Sylvie returned to Alex and Ruth to Monserrat, and the two new couples joined the groups meeting in the living room.
“Is it all right now?” Alex asked Sylvie.
“Oh, yes. She’s always so easy to talk to. I realized that I’d been missing her a lot. I hope we can still stay close.”
“You said we would never tell anyone about that night, when we made love all over the city. But you told Ruth.”
“Oh, no!” said Sylvie. “I would never tell Ruth about that! She’d think I terrorized you all night.”
She’d be right, Alex thought. Sylvie as a sexual terrorist . . . true enough, Alex decided and appreciated its strange irony. We think of a beautiful woman with many admirers as fortunate, she thought. But, Sylvie had been much admired by many men, and they had wanted to dominate her immediately. It was part of their desire for her. And, she was a beautiful woman who hated it, who insisted on her freedom. So, the woman becomes a kind of adventurer, Alex thought, a sexual terrorist—at first. Should I be shocked, frightened by Sylvie’s sexuality? Alex wondered, but she only smiled.
“Are you comfortable with Alex now?” Ruth asked Monserrat.
“Oh, yes. There’s no change, really. We admitted that we’d missed one another.”
“How was Sylvie?”
“Very much herself.” Ruth smiled and said no more. A woman of a certain violence, she thought.
The groups were breaking up and some women were staying behind, as they often did. Something very unusual was happening, however. As they began to gather in the living room, they were all suddenly fascinated by Pilar, who was telling the story of her mother’s life to a group of writers.
“My mother was a tocaor, a gypsy flamenco singer. Her stage name was Malena and they called her Malena the Maddened One and sometimes Malena the Singing Beast. When she came onstage, she yelled, ‘I’ve got ten times the balls of any man here!’ and the pandemonium began. Many things then happened almost at once: her whole body tensed and sometimes her feet pawed the ground like a bull, one arm threw itself out to the audience, her mouth opened and a sound came out of it that was low, guttural, bass and churning. It was deep and thick and ragged, a voice made of blood, gravel and agony. It made you think of the force of a flooding river or rancid butter or the world’s biggest bullfrog crying out as a knife was shoved into its gut. The audience went crazy with shock, ecstasy and pain. The hair rose on their arms, and my mother lived for that moment. From then on, they were all in a trance led by my mother.
“She sang only cante jondo, deep flamenco, the oldest version of the art and most emotional, unlike the flamenco fusion music you hear today, and she was very well-trained by her own mother. She knew all the palos, whose different styles and rhythms numbered into the forties. Some were songs sung at fiestas—alegrias, rumbas, tanquillos. The most complex of these were the soleas and siguiriyas. Some of the oldest were originally written for blacksmiths as they pounded metal into shape—the martinetas. Other old ones were the deblas written to goddesses. There were many of these since gypsies are a matriarchal society. Newer songs were the carcilenos, prison songs, since so many gypsies use illegal drugs and end up in prison. You would probably recognize some of these songs by their rhythms—tangos, fandangos, rumbas, guajiras, milongas. So, despite my mother’s effect on audiences, her art did not lack discipline, and she was actually a very gentle person, particularly with me. But, there was a great creative violence in her soul, and it poured from her in every performance.
“It has been said that as much as two-thirds of gypsies never go to public schools and are therefore illiterate. This was not true of my mother, and she often rewrote the lyrics of her songs or sang spontaneously. The flamenco songs I heard from men were often misogynist and sado-masochistic, but my mother’s songs were most often about the strength of women. Several agents wanted to sign her up for a recording contract, but my mother could read the documents’ language, which was always absurdly exploitative. She immediately demanded better terms, which shocked them. They were used to illiterate gypsies who would sign anything.
“So, my mother never made a record or album. She performed all over Spain, most often in Andalusia, where we lived. I always attended school under strict supervision by my father’s sister, and then I could not accompany her. But over holidays and summers, I went everywhere with her, and I loved our life on the road. My mother performed in the tablaos, nightclubs in the big cities, in aventas or inns in the countryside, and also in festivals and competitions across Spain. Some of them, like the Bienal, could last a month. In Andalusia, she performed at romerias, fiestas that accompanied pilgrimages as well as fiestas after hunting in the countryside.
“Some holiday and summer flamenco concerts were elaborately and expensively staged events with seats selling for top prices. These had huge audiences from North America, Japan, and Germany. Only a fourth of the audience was Spanish because so few Spaniards could afford the ticket price. At one of these, my mother performed with a very famous flamenco dancer—a woman like Eva Yerbabuena—and she was so moved by her beauty and dance that she kissed her on both of her thighs and ended up being punched in the nose by her—to the raucous delight of the audience. My mother loved women more than men and yes, ladies, she was as wild and raw as they come. I was very proud of her for it, though I had to ice her swollen nose. The dancer later apologized and said she was only startled and not angered, but the promoter loved the press that concert got. The scandal increased attendance at the next one.
“When school wasn’t in session, it was up to me whether I went with my mother or not, so you can be sure I always went. I saw everything a child is never allowed to see: completely uninhibited life at all levels of Spanish society, including sex, drugs, drunkenness and brawls. The gypsies who performed with my mother learned to slowly recede from the party, however. While it was in progress, everyone wanted to be a gypsy. They loved us for the pure wild life only we could give them; but once it was over, they couldn’t stand to have us around. They never wanted to know anything about our lives, and we made no friends. My mother, of course, was one of the most fascinating singers and she was beautiful for a long time, too, but no one cared to know about the poor barrio she would return to. So, we felt the hot embrace of life and the door slammed in your face in very rapid succession. I must say, though, that I loved every minute of it and wouldn’t have missed a bit of that life on the road with my mother. I had no respect for the people who were so ambivalent about us. They feared their own deepest urges, not us.
“The government was uncomfortable about flamenco, too, even the socialists who were from Andalusia. All other performing arts got extensive government support, particularly the ones drawing international attention or even showing the faintest potential for that, like Spain’s pathetic failure to create a national ballet. Not us, and we were one of Spain’s most successful and enduring performing arts. Spain wanted EU membership then, and the government found flamenco embarrassingly primitive, a reminder of a less than ideally civilized past that kept coming back to haunt them. The heart of this life is as wild and raw and full of tempests as the earth, and flamenco draws on this more directly than any other Spanish art. Civilization will always have its ways of stilling the heart—those endlessly flickering little screens you watched on every table and soon in the palm of your hand—that’s only the latest maneuver. But that wild heart will never be stifled. It will always demand expression, and my mother’s life showed this to me in a unique and extraordinary way. I am grateful for this because it has taught me to trust things that raise the hair on your arm: they are telling you something about yourself and the world that nothing else will reveal to you. This Iknow: my mother was a great artist, though she came from a poor barrio.
“And, our barrio was Spain’s most notorious—Las Tres Mil Viviendas—on the outskirts of Seville. All the famous flamenco singers come from here. To get to our barrio, you would have to drive away from the city’s beautiful old haciendas and jacaranda trees, all the way out to Triana and then to a place where there are piles of refuse, junked cars, and nothing else but dusty earth. Then you would begin to make out a city of run-down apartment buildings, all as poor as the dust. Some have blocks of eight-story buildings that have been abandoned. Farther on, the gypsies who live here are called People of the Flood since the river has overflowed and destroyed the area several times. The river is not done with us, either. Eventually, it will overflow again. Like those Indonesians who live near active volcanoes, we didn’t have the money to leave, so we lived breathing in death and danger.
“Our barrio is the result of a government real estate scam. The government wanted the gypsies out of their houses in Triana, which had adjoining patios that enhanced the contact between families our culture is based on and gives us our strength as a people. So, the government offered to build new homes for us and buy our old properties. Naively, we agreed, and the three thousand apartments—crowded and physically separate that together look like a bombed-out pit in a war zone—is the result. The notorious photo of a donkey looking out of an apartment window comes from our famous barrio. The owner kept the donkey outside in an empty field during the day—his former house had a lawn with a small stable—but he had no choice but to put the donkey in a room of his apartment at night or it would run away or be stolen. Now, when an apartment house for gypsies goes up anywhere in Spain, people claim to see a donkey looking out a window.
“Las Tres Mil Viviendas is also notorious for drug abuse and crime. It well deserves its reputation for drug abuse. Spain’s gypsies gave up their wandering lifestyle a century ago and mainly worked as farm hands in the countryside during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As those jobs disappeared, they came to live in urban shantytowns where drug dealing was often the only way to earn a living. So, if you were walking through our barrio, you would see walled gardens, many of which are barred cages to keep out addicts, drug lords and gangs. Moving on, you would come upon a wasteland that leads to a fence with a hole in it. Over the hole is a sign that says ‘Church,’ and through the hole is a nearly empty building with a basement for gypsies who have just shot up. I’m told there are pictures of Christ on the walls. You’ll see a lot of emaciated junkies around there with bandaged limbs called los mutilados, the mutilated ones. The worst spot for drugs, though, is the section called Las Vegas, but I’ve never been there. Church and the mutilated ones were quite enough for me: I didn’t need any more local color.
“As to our reputation for crime, I don’t know what to say. Sure, you can find gangs of young gypsy boys who sometimes set bonfires on the street. Occasionally, they attack cars of strangers driving through—break windows, demand money. But if you’re just walking through, and particularly if you live here, the crime rate is no worse than any other area called a ‘project.’ There are people on the street all the time, day and night. You see lines of colorful washing everywhere, and what I do love is that you hear flamenco music everywhere. It’s pouring out of kitchen windows, bars, bedroom windows, open doors of houses, street corners. A gypsy can just start singing and instantly others join in, beating out the rhythms we’ve all learned as children. Inspiration is catching, and a full performance, or juerga, can start anywhere. Gypsies start and stop whenever la ganga, the urge, comes upon them. On the street, we finally have the direct contact with others that we need, though the government built us a Civic Center for that purpose. The foundation or skeleton was built first, of course, and then the rest was just forgotten for many years. That’s how much the government wanted to restore our group identity. The name, El Esquelito, stuck. No one goes there. So much for life in a skeleton.”
Like the other women, Sylvie had been listening in fascination to Pilar’s story. So many images came into her mind that she decided to paint a whole series of canvases devoted to Malena and her life with Pilar. Suddenly she wondered if the painters who had studios there were listening to the story, too. She was in the back of the room and could silently and almost invisibly walk into the painting room. There, she found that the women were listening with the same rapt attention, in fact with even greater intensity and concentration, since they were also painting. She continued to watch in fascination and saw that bright oranges, reds and ochres had begun to appear on the canvases and would probably define them. She smiled and thought that I can understand, and returned to the room with Pilar.
“My father, who I never knew, was a strange gypsy,” Pilar was saying. “He spent most of his time reading and writing. My aunt, his sister who lived with us, was a big reader, too. There were books all over the walls, and a number of his stories about gypsy life had been published. He earned a small income teaching other gypsies to read and write, though he taught them for nothing if they couldn’t pay. He sang flamenco, too, but he wasn’t the professional my mother was. According to my mother, he was very gentle but prone to intense and uncontrollable depressions, so eventually he became a drug addict like so many other gypsy men. 
“When he went to prison for the first time, my mother visited him as much as she could. They would sing flamenco together through the bars in their low, throaty voices and they always set the place on fire. There were so many gypsy prisoners thumping out rhythms and crying out, they had a full juerga every time. The whole prison loved my mother’s visits. My mother and father made love there, too; there were separate rooms they could use. I always wondered what my mother sounded like when she made love; maybe something like the sound of her singing. My father couldn’t tolerate prison at all, though, and died of a drug overdose shortly after being incarcerated. My mother had tried to keep him alive with music, but she could not erase so much despair. She always said that he was a great man in his way, and she very much respected him, but he was not strong enough to live the life of a gypsy. My mother never took drugs, she said, because she had her music and me, and no amount of sorrow could take them away.
“Later, when she had more money, we moved to Cerro Blanco, another crumbling gypsy barrio but much more pleasant than Las Tres Mil Viviendas. All those books went with us, because I was an avid reader by then and wanted to be a writer like my father, though I had never known him. We were happy there, but my mother developed cancer and died. I always wondered what might have been in the river when it overflowed and in the soil at Las Tres Mil Viviendas, but how can you ever know a thing like that? I eventually sold the house, went to the university and graduated, which would have made my mother fiercely proud. I would give anything to hear the song she would have sung about it!
“When I think of my mother now, I see her face surrounded by vivid sounds, music, floating colors, strangely beautiful lights that haunt me. I don’t know why I always see her that way; my mind just creates it. But in this world, there has never been a color or a light or a sound as vivid as my mother.”
The women were perfectly silent. No one moved. They did not expect Pilar to end her story so abruptly, but it was over. Several women thought they had just witnessed a one-woman juerga. Monserrat’s eyes were full of tears, and she went to Pilar, kissed her cheeks, embraced her, squeezed her hand, said a few soft words, and returned to Ruth. Everyone knew that Monserrat loved the gypsy girl like a daughter. Sylvie thought of the colors, sounds and lights and was astonished to realize that this was much how she conceptualized painting Malena. But floating colors! That she had not imagined. She felt a prickling of her skin, looked down and saw the hair rising on her arm. She smiled and thought, thank you, Malena and Pilar.
Alex was finally the one to break the silence. “Oh Pilar, you’ve got to write about her! What a story!” She thought but did not say, and if you’re not going to become a writer, please let me have it.
“I will write about her,” Pilar said firmly, “but not now. She is still too close to me. The music, the colors and lights are too bright.”
Amen, that one is yours, Alex thought. She felt a brief but intense shame that she had wanted to write the story herself.
There was silence again in the room. There would be no casual group conversation that night. The women who stayed behind had always thought they knew Pilar very well, but her story astonished them. They realized that they had missed what was perhaps the most important part of her identity. A critical piece of each woman’s self had always been invisible until this moment, when Pilar revealed it to them. The women looked at one another in surprise and fascination. The expression on every face said, who was she? Who was your mother? 
The next woman who spoke was from the healthcare professionals group, a doctor who specialized in pediatrics. “My mother and I are from Galicia, the village of Santa Marta named after our local saint, who in the folklore was believed to be the sister of Lazarus. It was hardly a village at all then—just some farmhouses on hills overlooking the River Mino and our famous church of the saint. But, the area, like all of Galicia, was a lovely arcadia of winding country roads, misty eucalyptus forests, a mountain I regularly climbed with my mother and an extremely rocky coastline covered with mist called the Sea of Death for the three thousand shipwrecks that occurred there in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I remember most vividly the sharply sweet odor of eucalyptus forests and the tangy odor of octopus cooked in vats of olive oil and spices for the annual fiesta honoring Santa Marta. Today, it’s full of wind farms and the coast is better known for drug smuggling than death, but I love to drive the winding roads back there to see my mother.
“I grew up with all the myth, magic and folklore of the region; it was a powerful atmosphere for a child. I was always walking through the eucalyptus forests and looking into the mists to find all the supernatural beings described by my mother and grandmother as well as the other villagers—werewolves, good and bad witches, mouros or spirits hiding treasure beneath the ruins of ancient fortresses (for there were remnants of Iron Age villages built before all the invaders came, even before Christ), owls who announced your imminent death, mermaids lounging on the coasts, and cold hands that could touch you in the dark, believed to be those of souls wandering through purgatory. The mists always seemed to be full of such spirits; and though I never saw them, the unseen was a great power in our lives; and their silent presence turned my childhood into a dark and mysterious ecstasy.
“Galicia is matriarchal. Women have a strong position in marriage, business and family life there. Franco was from Galicia, and I think that his dictatorship was so oppressive to women because he had seen evidence of their power and greatly feared it. I grew up well-loved by my mother and grandmother, though my father died early, and I have often felt there is a deep mystery in my life as a doctor, attempting to heal in a world of birth, disease and death; and its paradoxical beginning in a child’s ecstasy in the presence of love, looking into the mists and forests for spirits that inhabit a universe of strangeness and beauty. The only conclusion I can draw is that love and the freedom to imagine may be the finest natural armor in fighting disease, or indeed in pursuing any other difficult mission.
“You see, both my mother and grandmother were meigas, good witches practicing herbal remedies for the villagers in addition to their other work. Much of the region’s folklore concerns the curing of disease. Our local saint, Santa Marta, was believed to cure illness above all else and participated in Christ’s miraculous bringing of her brother, Lazarus, back from the dead. On our living-room mantle were stones from my grandmother’s village of Muxia on the coast, believed to be the petrified remains of a schooner sailed by the Virgin Mary and to have magical curative powers.
“We were neither rich nor poor; we worked on our small farm that grew grapes for Galician wine as well as some maize and grain. Our house was very large, since it incorporated a store in which we stored and sold our grain; on our roof was a cross to protect us from all of those mysterious spirits in the misty forests. Our lives were, however, far more comfortable and prosperous than my grandmother’s had been. Her home village of Muxia is on the bleak coastline of Northern Spain, where she worked as part of a women’s gang who brought seafood to market in backbreaking labor. They kept rows of rafts on the coastline that had hanging rope cords to which clams, oysters, mussels, scallops, cockles and winkles attached themselves. My grandmother wore high boots, walked out to the rafts, and carried back buckets of sea creatures when the tide ran out. She had constantly to bend double over her work, and her back was wracked with painful arthritis in old age. She lived with us then, since her pain and frailty would otherwise have overwhelmed her. Though her back was terribly bent, her eyes were a gleaming black, quick and alert. She told marvelous stories and was always said to be a powerful meiga.
“I was an excellent student, and it seemed natural to me to be a meiga of the modern world. I entered medical school, and when I left Santa Marta, my mother packed several of our stones from Muxia so that my study would be blessed by direct remnants of the Virgin Mary. My mother was and is fiercely proud of me. When I graduated and received my license to practice, she celebrated my achievement by performing the village’s annual religious ritual in the fiesta of the Church of Santa Marta de Ribartene, whose participants gave thanks for cures of their illnesses during the year. The ritual begins in the church and turns into a procession of open coffins containing each villager celebrating a cure. My mother was one of them, though she was celebrating my becoming a doctor and a modern meiga and not the cure of a disease.
“She wore the traditional white tunic of netting in which a corpse was wrapped, and she carried an immense religious candle. In the church, she stood beside the other villagers who burned a wax model of the body part that had been cured. But, she carried only a photo of me as her candle burned brightly in the summer heat. As the others touched their handkerchiefs to the statue of Santa Marta and then to their own faces, my mother did so as well, also touching the handkerchief to my face in the photo. No one but my grandmother knew that she was celebrating my graduation and licensing as a doctor and not a cure, but we felt a great satisfaction in her performance of the rite. It seemed to us that we were honoring the ancient spirits of our village and the meigas that had gone before us.
“I have two photos of my mother, both taken that day by my grandmother. In one, she is smiling in her netting beside her coffin, the candle in hand and burning. The other shows her coffin being carried by the procession out of the church. Just for me, she sat up, smiling, in the coffin and touched her handkerchief to my photo so that I could see her according me the honor of Santa Marta’s power to cure disease. I always carry these two photos of my mother, since they are part of my spirit manifesting itself in my work.”
The pediatrician gave the two photos to the group of women, and they were passed around. The women saw a small plump woman, very dark, with a huge smile, standing beside her coffin and then another shot of her sitting up, with a smile even more brilliant, in her coffin that was carried on the shoulders of the village men, displaying the photo of her daughter touched by a handkerchief that was blessed by the saint. Yes, they thought, this is a mother of fierce pride; and even from her coffin, she exudes joy and pride to her daughter who had become a doctor and thus the most powerful meiga of all the women in her family line.
Espana profundo, they call it, Sylvie thought. I see her at the portal between birth, life and death, healing with her heart as well as her science, a shaman more than a witch, a traveler between worlds, like an artist. For her, it is a misty forest, a rocky coastline, and the love of her mothers, both physical and spiritual. There she stands, extending her hands that can heal, and they touch a newborn child, a proud new mother, the cold hand of a sufferer in purgatory, the tongue and breath of a man-wolf, and the hands of all the women healers who have gone before her. Who is she, then? She is a doctor born of witches, working with her mind and dreaming with her ancient spirits. Where does she go? Her path is that of the traveler of worlds; here a misty forest, there a star and the sea, then back to the living and the dead. Now the painting lives: The sky is the dark ecstasy of her childhood, clouds and thunder over a dangerous coastline, shot through with the sacred light of transformation. The colors are horizontal streams of white surrounded by hills of pure sable, twinkling blue overhead, great chunks of gray, and a robe of purple with fountains of orange in the center. Thus a meiga becomes a doctor; a mother becomes a liberator. How well I know you both. Your spirits have spoken, and that is how I must paint you.
An intense silence had again fallen over the room, but every woman’s face was full of fascination. The unspoken question was present even more dramatically: who was she? Who was your mother? The women’s eyes passed from one woman to another. The next woman to speak was a senior in the university professor’s group, a political scientist.
“My mother was a soldier for the anti-fascist resistance on the front lines during the Spanish Civil War. She was born in a province of Madrid, Villarejo de Salvanés. Her father was a toolmaker and owned a small shop. They weren’t rich, but they were never hungry, even during the war. My mother was barely into her teens when the war broke out, and she joined the young socialist’s alliance, hoping to fight like the men. When I was a child and my mother came to tell me a bedtime story, I always asked to hear about her life as a soldier. That was better than any fairytale to me, though I got excited rather than sleepy. My mother as a soldier fired my imagination, and I refused to hear about princesses, elves and magic toads. Consequently, I know a lot about that war.
“My mother would never have been allowed to be a soldier but for the fact that she was in the socialist barracks when they were first fired on by the fascists. The men quickly showed her how to shoot a rifle, and she fired away. After that, she stayed with them as a soldier. Still, some of the men didn’t believe a woman was capable of being a soldier, and they gave her an assignment only given to the strongest men: the night watch on the front line parapet. You had to stand for more than eight hours, and everyone expected her to fail the first night. But, my mother knew she was being tested and was too proud to fail. She just shook herself whenever her eyes closed. She did it night after night, and she even gave an extra ten minutes sleep to her replacement, which no one else did.
“The men were very impressed by this and gave her an even more dangerous job: she became a dynamiter. The dynamiters worked in a small abandoned shack near the front lines. Their weapons were vastly inferior to those of the fascists. They had nothing but muskets and homemade bombs, not even a machine gun. So, they could only assemble their bombs using old condensed milk cans, into which they mixed nails, screws, bits of glass, used shrapnel and of course, dynamite. The director of the group was an old miner who was twenty years older than anyone else and had learned to use explosives in his many years of work in a mine.
“One day, my mother was testing the fuses of the bombs to make sure they worked. It took incredible courage and nerves of steel. She had to squeeze the fuse with her thumbnail and then let the fuse out slowly as it burned, two fingers at a time. When there was just a fingernail left, you could throw it, no sooner. Throwing a bomb like that was more dangerous than being fired on, but it was all they had. That day, the bomb exploded in my mother’s hand, which was blown off entirely. Blood poured out of her wrist, and all the men fled in terror except the old miner. He had some presence of mind and pulled the straps from his sandals, making a tourniquet. Then he carried my mother to the road, where he flagged down a car and got her to the hospital.
“My mother was too proud to die. She successfully battled gangrene and tetanus there and then was transferred to a hospital run by the Red Cross, where she recovered completely. One of the most famous poets of the time came to see her and wrote a poem praising her bravery, and her story was repeated throughout Spain. She was called Tomasita the Dynamiter for the rest of her life and though it impressed the men even more, my mother scorned their response to her fame. She knew the soldiers very well by then, and she always said that they fought the fascists by day and then went home and behaved just like fascists to their wives. She said all the women in the resistance found this to be true.
“My mother could have stopped fighting then, since she no longer had a right hand, but she was too proud to give up. They gave her another very dangerous job: delivering mail to the front. It was more dangerous than fighting, because all the air and ground fire was aimed solely at things that moved. Well, that was my mother, delivering the mail. She was the only one not lying still with a gun. Once, the only way she could escape from a warplane was to hide under a blanket with four corpses. Still, the men thought the women were inferior, which enraged my mother. She always said that the women’s militias were as courageous and successful as the men’s were.
“Finally, she was caught by the fascists and held for several years in six different prisons all over Spain. The circumstances of life there were so terrible that many women died and even more children did. But, my mother was too proud to die. There was mass starvation for all and torture for the majority of women, since they worked as clandestine agents. My mother had an advantage in having been a front-line soldier. She carried no secrets and could give them no information. Consequently, when she got out of jail, she was in better health than most of the other women.
“After the war when she had me, she worked as an artist using her left hand. She lived in Madrid with her children and grandchildren for the rest of her life. She was too proud to die until the age of ninety-three. I remember when I first went off to the university: I saw my mother cry for the first time. She never cried when she was a soldier. But, she cried for me because they were tears of joy. She herself was illiterate, you see. She said the world had changed in so many ways that no one could have predicted, and that made her even more proud, since she had truly given her right hand for it.
“Everyone always said that I’m a chip off the old block. I suppose it’s true, because sometimes I wonder when I will be humble enough to die. It won’t happen if I’m thinking about my mother the soldier and dynamiter, of whom I’m so very, very proud.”
As another story finished, the women looked at one another with an increasingly intense curiosity and astonishment. In every mind, the same thought was working itself out: they had come to this house so many times and found excitement, delight, and enlightenment together; they had profoundly changed themselves and solved problems that had once seemed insurmountable. Yet incredibly, they had missed the heart of who they were: they were the daughters of these mothers. Finding Monserrat’s house had seemed partly a matter of luck, a development out of the many influences of a cosmopolitan city, even a matter of money, for everyone could see that Monserrat was wealthy. But, they were now convinced that it was much more than this. The house had not acted on them; it was they who had acted on it—the daughters of these mothers, these courageous, mysterious and magnificent mothers. It was their mothers who had lit the way to Monserrat’s door. Their daughters did not find it; they created it. They were the spirits of passion and play that haunted it. Now they would tell the stories of their mother’s lives; there was nothing more important. It was the heart of who they were.
The room was silent again in awe. Then, slowly, the women began to look at one another’s faces in expectation again. Suddenly Alex coughed, and many eyes were upon her. Alex looked around desperately, blushed, and finally said, “Oh, no. Please! No. My mother was a pampered suburban housewife in America. She had the courage of a small rodent. You don’t want to hear about her, do you?”
Everyone laughed and the room was animated again. A member of Mujeres Libres spoke up. “Compañera, we know you well. You are the only one who remembers all the words of our great women poets, who designs wonderful web sites, and who had the bad luck to be born in a crazy country. So, maybe your mother is crazy, too, but you are not. We know that. Just tell us about her.”
“Oh, god,” said Alex. “My mother was and is no more than a housewife. She does things like going to a reading group once a month, having dinners and summer barbecues, tending her flower gardens and pulling weeds, doing flower arrangements with her friends who are all women, and stuff like that. I have no idea how they can stand each other; I would drop dead of boredom. She may not even go to a real reading group, because once it was held at our place and when I listened in, they were drinking wine and talking about oral sex. I guess the most unusual thing she does is exercising with her friends. They take bike rides in the countryside and sometimes stop at a tavern where they get seriously ripped and probably talk dirty. If she ever saw a women’s prison or a bomb, she’d scream. In fact, she’ll scream over nothing, basically. She once screamed when a light bulb blew out. She’s a wimp, but she’s my mother and I loved her terribly when I was a child. That’s really all there is.” By now, Alex had such a tragic expression on her face that everyone laughed again, including Sylvie.
Then all eyes were on Sylvie, who only smiled. “Sure, I’ll tell you. My mother in Argentina isn’t any more interesting or courageous. She wanted to be a great artist and then just dropped it. She blew it, as far as I’m concerned. She was a well-kept housewife, and that’s what she sold out for. She screamed at the sight of a mouse. Once, she even screamed at a squirrel that accidentally ran into our house. It chased her all over the place and she screamed non-stop. That’s Mom.” Sylvie’s smile had a glint of defiance. Unlike Alex, she would never apologize.
“It’s almost midnight,” someone said. The discussion broke up into smaller groups. The evening was ending, yet some women still sat, silent, aware that they had experienced a momentous event.
A loud voice rose from the Mujeres Libres group. “Tomorrow night after the meetings, we should do this again. We’ll tell the story of our mothers, nothing else. OK?” There was suddenly cacophonous sound in the room, everyone agreeing at once. Yes! That’s what we want, they thought. Everyone started leaving, and Alex and Sylvie began to climb the stairs.
“That’s one more thing we have in common,” Alex said. “Barcelona, older lovers, boring mothers, and out-of-this-world sex.”
“That’s good enough for me,” Sylvie said, looking at Alex with a dazzling smile. It was after midnight, and her beauty was European again, Alex noted.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were up early driving to Cadaqués, both thinking, inevitably, of the previous evening, full of the stories of mothers and daughters. “It’s a shame to leave that atmosphere,” Ruth said. “It’s becoming more festive now that Gay Pride Day is only two days off, and those stories about mothers are some of the most fascinating lives I’ve heard about here.”
“We’ll only miss tonight,” Monserrat said. “The groups aren’t meeting for two days after that because a friend of mine who’s active in Basque politics will be staying at the house tomorrow night. We’ll have to cut our trip short so that I can return to see her. She has received constant death threats from ETA for her socialist views, and there have been many attempts to kill her. When she comes to Barcelona, she registers at a hotel, leaves by the rear exit, and then comes to our house, using a secret entrance my family built during the Spanish Civil War. We even have a lookout tower on the roof, and two women take turns during the night so that we know everything that’s going on in the street. She’s a wonderful person leading a strange and painful clandestine life, as you can see, and we do everything to keep her safe. Only a few women know that she stays with me. Not even Alex knows about it. It’s a closely kept secret since you never know who might have a tie to ETA. The real shame is that our trip will be so short. We’ll have to come back as soon as we can. The groups are also suspended on Gay Pride Day, since so many women will be celebrating all over the city. So, we’ll hear about mothers again on the night following Gay Pride Day.”
“There really are endless layers of hidden significance to the goings-on in your wonderful house,” Ruth said.
“It’s our house, and theirs. I think everyone realized last night that they’ve empowered themselves exclusive of the house. No one said it but their faces showed it.”
“You continually surprise me. I thought that last night was the peak; but no, now it’s tomorrow night.”
“We’ll never know what those spirits of passion and play are capable of. I sense another peak coming. I can feel it.”
What on earth! Ruth thought. Maybe I should try to get her out of there for a while. She is very sensitive. “After Gay Pride Day, we should return to Cadaqués and work,” she said, “then perhaps visit those artworks you described, particularly the caves in the south and Madrid for the ‘Lady of Elche.’ Is there other art in Spain that is relevant to your book? Do portrayals of saints and the Virgin Mary show more evidence of your theory?”
“There’s a big collection of paintings and sculptures of the Virgin Mary right in Barcelona at the Art Museum of Catalonia. I don’t think they’d interest you, though. They are very static and iconic, like most medieval art, and Mary and the Christ child always have identical expressions on their faces; though that does vary a lot, depending on what part of Spain they’re from. The virgins with child from Palencia have closed eyes and perfect symmetry in a Buddha-like serenity whereas the two from the Pyrenees have the wide-eyed stare of astonishment or horror. The symmetry is broken and Mary holds the child protectively since he is frightened. Now, the virgin and child from Navarre are full of contentment, lively interest and engagement whereas the two from Lerida are bemused and sophisticated. Mary even offers an apple as though she were Eve in jest. Then, the two from Avila are merely wide-eyed and curious whereas the two from Cerdaña are the only ones I would describe as looking fully human and humane.”
Ruth laughed. “You’re absolutely right! I don’t want to see them, though I treasure your description. It has all the bizarre humor and surprise of the real world. I may never need to see another virgin and child.”
“There’s much more to say about the portrayal of women in Spanish art, and I might do it in the book, but it illustrates the oppression of women rather than their liberation. There’s not even a full sense of women as a serious subject, which I also might want to say in the book. But, you only see vestiges of matriarchy in the caves and earliest Iberian sculpture. In the other periods—Roman, Visigoth, Moorish, Catholic monarchy or dictatorship—women are virtually powerless. But here we are! It’s a short drive, really, and we can always come here quickly as a getaway.”
The house was larger and simpler than Ruth expected, opening directly to the Mediterranean. Its sound was resonant and echoing with the deep repetitive rhythm of tides and acted on the mind like a religious ritual, Ruth thought. They sank into opulent chairs and stared out to sea. Windows covered the entire ocean side of the house and the waves and surf surged just beyond it. The water glowed with golden liquid light like the rich threads of a life that throbbed its story into the endless blue of ambient time as both crested and fell, gravely, upon eternity. Ruth was awed by the simple purity of this beauty. They sat beside and within it, she thought, but never owned it. No, they were guardians, not owners: that was the only truth or value they could offer to such a simple, perfect world, so rarely apprehended. No wonder Gaudi wanted to bring a whole cosmos out of it, Ruth thought. The two women shared a bottle of wine and their toast, krasna život, reflected the scene like the waves. 
Ruth looked at the walls and found many paintings, as she expected, and also a statement in ornate Catalan script. It read: “We, who are as good as you, swear to you, who are no better than us; to accept you as our king and sovereign lord, provided you observe all of our liberties and laws—but if not, not.” It was dated during the time of Isabella and Ferdinand and signed as the Catalan oath of allegiance. 
Ruth exploded with laughter that ended in a sigh and said, “That’s wonderful! Good for them! For the time and place, it’s good enough for a constitution.”
“Catalans are very proud. There is much in Catalan history you would appreciate—a tradition of church-burning, for example.”
“Oh, I do approve of that!” 
They took a brief walk in the surf and then Monserrat showed Ruth many canvases she had painted over the years and stored in the house. Ruth looked at them avidly. “I’ve terribly wanted to see them, ever since I began to love you,” she said. Monserrat smiled, sank deeper into her chair, and watched Ruth’s face, her lips parted in fascination and love.
Ruth looked at them all and slowly discerned their patterns. It seemed to her that Monserrat began as a quasi-realist painter of women. One canvas was a rural scene of women working in fields of wheat. It had a slightly cubist unity of line and with that, the women partially merged into nature. She found portraits, some in groups, with large eyes that were vibrantly alive, reflecting the scene around them. In all, the faces melded into their backgrounds—lights on mossy water, trees, forests, city scenes. Other portraits showed mysterious lights and shapes, very colorful, and female faces and figures were limned into them. 
A second group of paintings showed women in dynamic movement—running, swimming, cantering on horseback, dancing together as they played flutes and drums, their arms often outstretched, in both day and nighttime scenes. Joining the two groups, Ruth decided that Monserrat was shattering the passively posed women of male painting and displaying women reaching beyond barriers and boundaries.
A third group of paintings juxtaposed environments of contemporary life. There were cities full of winged women who were rising into the air, open-mouthed in surprise. Their clothing suggested that they were doctors, pastors, businesswomen with briefcases, and other professionals. One huge painting in this cluster had all of the oppressive admonitions to women and acts forbidden to them in religious texts. Over these words were women, part fish, swimming in spheres, effortless in their resistance.
Some paintings had ominous contemporary scenes, like women in compartments of geometric structures, their eyes and mouths showing horror. There were scenes of women used as parts of machines and other paintings in which women were devoured by machines. Another cluster of paintings had political implications—African women and children in camps like Darfur, skeletal and cramped into tents surrounded by bleak desert winds. Some paintings displayed women alone in a room of a sparely decorated house, holding large photos of their daughters, like television images of families whose children were killed in political rebellions. One painting was satirical. It showed two Persian women in profile as lovers, mimicking Persian miniatures. Entering their bedroom were the following: an American combat soldier in a helmet, sunglasses and body armor, pointing an assault rifle; a Japanese samurai with his sword brandished overhead; and a cartoon figure of Mickey Mouse, pointing a gloved finger, an expression of rage and horror on his face. Ruth laughed and wanted to comment but only plunged ahead in fascination.
Several paintings were titled “Barcelona.” Some were scenes with tall buildings that seemed partially to be aquatic animals, alive and communicating with one another while crowds of people hurried past them, oblivious. Other paintings showed the city in a striking coral dawn suggesting a female nude. There were nighttime city scenes in vivid skies of blue, purple and green that also suggested nude women, the moon as a breast. A painting of Barcelona’s harbor displayed mermaids swimming together and sunning themselves on the pavement amidst crowds that merely walked around them, oblivious. A painting of the Gothic Quarter showed partially naked nuns, some floating in the air. One large painting displayed a spherical process in which a fish transforms into a horse, then into a gargoyle, then a fish again, then into a woman, at last a man, open-mouthed in wonder and floating. Ruth read the title, “Antoni Gaudi,” and smiled. She wanted to comment but again could not stop looking at the paintings.
A fourth group displayed mythic, archetypal and developmental images. There were female angels with fierce visages, some with fur and animal-like snouts. One painting showed a female Atlas, holding up the world effortlessly on her breasts and stomach. Other paintings displayed tall, ceremonious catwomen, ministers of unknown rituals. A series of paintings showed wild-haired little girls running with beasts in city landscapes; in similar paintings, young girls were painting or writing scenes that came alive and were floating. There were old women with ecstatic faces that formed fountains and also fountains of women in forests, cities, and the ocean. Some canvases had figures that seemed to be female Buddhas, their eyes closed and serene. The scene surrounding them, however, showed the flux of life and the cosmos in colorful, multifarious images. Several large paintings showed primitively lined women in Buddha-like poses and huge open eyes that reflected the forests, seas and cities around them.
A fifth group of paintings showed women interacting, in some cases becoming one another, or exchanging eyes, lips, hands, breasts and arms. Ruth found the sweetness and tranquility of their faces striking. There were paintings of women in groups, offering objects to one another—books, food, breasts, wondrous vases with unknown contents, and colorful spheres. Other paintings also showed women in groups, gesturing and pointing. Radiating from their hands and mouths were mandalas, babies, angels, ferocious beasts, and futuristic cities on spheres. Ruth could see background elements of Monserrat’s house and smiled.
The last group seemed to develop out of the fifth and displayed consistent use of the sphere, always magical and vividly colored. Women were making love in spherical shapes, giving birth, riding animals, even flying. Some canvases showed women painting and writing with colorful spherical images flowing from their hands and heads. Large, primitively lined spherical women occupied single paintings and were covered with flowers and bright-eyed fish. Women became mandalas and other spherical forms having cosmic symbols. Women formed spheres together, dreamt in spheres, played musical instruments that emitted mandalas. Spherical women held mandalas and spheres having wildly colorful lights and images of stars and eyes. Women in groups formed spheres and handed spheres to one another. The last painting was a single black line in a circle on a stark white canvas. It seemed cumulative to Ruth and represented everything that preceded it.
When Ruth looked up, she realized that several hours had passed. Monserrat had merely sat in front of her, watching the expressions pass over her face, a look of tenderness on her own face. Ruth felt that she had passed through many lives and seen the work of many painters. “What beautiful worlds you’ve made,” she said, “and there is not enough beauty in this one. We need you!” No wonder, Ruth thought, you are such a sensitive and intelligent woman; you are honed by the empathy and compassion of your visionary imagination.
“At this moment,” Monserrat said, “it seems as though I’ve done it all for you.”
“No, you are a guardian, too, in a different way. What were you like as a young woman?”
“Very much like Sylvie, including all the hostility, manipulation, and sexual . . . brinkmanship.”
Ruth laughed. “It must be true because you’ve described her perfectly.”
“What were you like as a young woman?”
“A lot like Alex. Did you know that?”
“Yes.”
“It’s fortunate that we’re the same age this time around,” Ruth said. Then Monserrat led her to the bedroom overlooking the Mediterranean, and they made love without words. It was perhaps the most intense experience of their lives. It went on for hours, entirely gentle and tender, and they often thought they were merging, like the women in Monserrat’s paintings. When words returned to them, Monserrat thought, of course, I must paint you. You will paint me, I know, Ruth thought.



 
ALEX AND SYLVIE had, as usual, worked hard all day and, when Alex came down to the painting room in the early evening, she saw a dramatic painting of what looked like a Neolithic woman in a hut operating a primitive forge. Where on earth did Ruth take Sylvie? She wondered, somewhere in the Stone Age with wild bulls and lynxes one inch from your face, but still plenty of prostitutes and gypsies? Sylvie may be a genius, but let me never be taken there, she thought.
They were very hungry and immediately went to dinner at the sidewalk café that was now their favorite. Alex decided to bring up a matter that had troubled her during the night. “Are you very, very sure you’ve cleared everything up with Ruth?” she asked, “or rather, have you completely given her up?”
Sylvie instantly looked troubled. “I can give her up . . . but I still sense that she is grieving. Somehow, I keep holding onto her because I can’t bear her grief. Her grief is a very subtle thing, not at all obvious to you, I’m sure, but it is to me. I imagine making love to her to relieve it, which makes no real sense . . .” She looked even more disturbed. I’m sure Monserrat is doing a great job of that! Alex thought. “Maybe there’s something I should tell you . . .” Sylvie continued. “I made her promise that she would meet me in a hotel somewhere a year from now, and we’d be lovers for a weekend. She said she could easily promise something that would never happen.”
No wonder she laughed so hard! Alex thought and tried not to laugh. “It may be something you can’t help her with,” Alex said, attempting to look serious. “The subject of her book is depressing, to say the least. She seemed happy enough to me, but you were the one talking with her.”
“I want to let her go. I want you! You must know how much I want you!” 
Sylvie looked very fierce and very beautiful, Alex thought. She dissolved into smiles of pure, foolish rapture. “I know that! Ah, my love,” Alex said. She leaned over the table and gave Sylvie a long passionate kiss. They did not notice the surprised commotion they caused on the street. “I know what to do,” Alex finally said. “I’ll find her—tonight or tomorrow—and talk to her. I’ll find out exactly what it is. I have so much in common with her; it’s as though we’re related. Among other things, we both left the States in total disgust, and that is a very powerful bond. I’ll tell you what her grief is about and how you can help her. Then, you’ll be free.”
“Yes, do it!” said Sylvie. “It’s all strangely beyond me. I feel helpless, and that is not an emotion I’m accustomed to.” They both smiled.
“I have a few practical questions,” Alex said. “Are you still on a student VISA in France?”
“Oh, no! I’m a citizen of both France and Argentina through my parents.”
“Fantastic! That’s just great! That makes it so much more likely that we’ll end up in Paris permanently. I wouldn’t mind saying goodbye to the violently perishing US of A forever.”
“But how will you become a French citizen?”
“In the U.S., all you need is an employer that really wants you. They need good teachers everywhere in the world, and I’m seriously multilingual, which should help a lot. May I ask another practical question?”
“Of course. I want to know where we’re headed, too.”
“This is hardly the time to ask, but since you’ve been with men up till now, are you sure you don’t have AIDS?”
“Yes, this is a little late to ask that, but I’m glad you did if it worries you. I’ve never slept with a man I didn’t completely control, and I’ve never found a man irresistible. So, I’ve always had very safe sex, and no, I don’t have AIDS. I want to become a great painter with an international reputation, and dying young is hardly the way to do it.” She stared at Alex in silence, and then asked, “Do you believe me?”
Alex paused. “Now that I consider it, it makes perfect sense. You are one tough, gorgeous woman to try controlling.”
“You’ve never even tried, my love. We’ve been perfectly in sync.”
“Amen to that!”
They smiled and Sylvie touched Alex’s cheek. “Let’s go and listen to the stories about mothers again tonight,” Alex said. “Last night utterly amazed me. I loved it! After tonight, though, there won’t be any groups meeting for two days. There’s something private going on tomorrow night; I don’t know what. Then, the next day is Gay Pride Day, and everyone will be all over the city. We’ve worked awfully hard, and this is the perfect time for a short break. I know a place in the countryside that you’d love. It’s a Basque shepherd’s hut beside a small lake, all very remote. I’ve gone there to get away from the city several times, and I know the couple who rent it. We can swim naked in the lake, and part of the hut’s roof is open to the air. We’ll take pillows and blankets up there, and I can make love to you while you look at the stars.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful!” Sylvie said. “When you started talking about a break, I was going to nix it, but who could resist that! No wonder I’m crazy about you!” Why is she so utterly the One? Sylvie thought. Because there are no limits. She is my adventure.
Alex smiled and stared at Sylvie with love. Crazy, crazy love, she thought.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were swimming naked in the moonlight in a small, isolated cove that was beside Monserrat’s house. Floating together, they saw the moon and the stars. Then, they swam in sync together and watched the waves they created. “I feel like one of the women in your paintings who merged with the cosmos; nothing is visible but the starry night. We’re swimming in the firmament together,” Ruth said. “This is the way to live!”
“To love, too. Merging happens all the time.”
“I suppose it does. I’ve more often experienced it alone, camping out in Patagonia.” But that day making love with Sylvie in the rain in Doñana, Ruth thought, that was merging with the world. Actually, it almost always happened with Sylvie . . . I hope everything is resolved with her . . . Ruth looked at Monserrat, who was floating and glowing in the moonlight, and she suddenly felt overwhelming desire. She drew her body into shallower water, parted her legs and made love to her orally while holding her above the water. She had no sense of time passing and could not have said how long they made love. She heard Monserrat crying out. Later, when she became aware of herself again, she was on the wet sand, and Monserrat was leaning over her, giving her one orgasm after another. They both forgot the world again and lost consciousness.



 
SYLVIE AND ALEX returned to the house and were watching the women talking with great excitement. The atmosphere was very festive and many women were obviously celebrating Gay Pride Day early. The house was packed with women, too, since the word had gone out that the previous night was something very special and the women would continue telling the stories of their mothers.
“We’re sure to hear more heroic stories, and no one will ask us questions about our embarrassing mothers,” Alex said in excited anticipation.
Sylvie kissed Alex’s shoulder and said, “You’re so funny about that! I’d never apologize for my deadbeat mother.” She saw Pilar and Libre and remembered the paintings she wanted to do of her and Malena, one of the very most charismatic mothers, Sylvie was certain. She began to think about the project and saw an impediment. “I’m going to paint Pilar and Malena, but I can’t visualize Pilar’s body,” she said. “She wears bulky clothing all the time. I want to see her nude, but I can’t imagine how to ask her to pose. I don’t know her at all. The easiest way to do it would be to just sleep with her.”
“What!” Alex nearly shouted. “I can’t believe you said that! I don’t know what to say! Well, holy shitty pie, for starts. No, you’re not going to sleep with her and me, too! I don’t want you sleeping with anyone but me! How could you have thought that? How have you been living? Hell, forget about it if you want me, because that’s just not in sync at all!”
“I . . . I’m so sorry,” Sylvie said.
“That’s just not good enough!”
“I didn’t realize you would respond this way . . . I keep forgetting that women are so different from men. Please accept my apology because I don’t think I’ve ever apologized to anyone before in my life, certainly not to a man who was my lover.” She looked up at Alex in great distress, took her hand, and kissed it. “I’ve never done that before, either. Forgive me.”
Alex suddenly burst out laughing. “Your apology just keeps getting worse and worse!” She began to laugh uncontrollably. “This is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard a woman say! I must praise your utter lack of humility in this life. No wonder your mother is a wimp. How else could she get along with you? You just astonish me!” Her voice ended in a sigh of relief and she hugged Sylvie. “I forget, too, what an utterly bad-assed woman you’ve been all your life and gotten away with it. No one else does, let me tell you!”
Sylvie threw her arms around Alex’s neck and whispered, “Thank you! Thank you! I thought that I’d have to get down on my knees.”
“That would be worse than death for someone like you!” Alex said, still roaring with laughter. When they grew quiet again, she said, “It’s so noisy here that I don’t think anyone heard us, which is good. I’d like to keep this a secret.” She held Sylvie very tight and stroked her great mane of hair. I’m holding her, but she could be a wild animal, Alex thought. I’m right beside a wild animal, and it’s not safe, but here I am, doing it. She looked into Sylvie’s eyes. This is not the first time I’ve thought this. It’s not safe, but I won’t let go of her, no. Finally, Alex said, “Pilar is a very powerful woman, too, not someone to play with, ever. I’ll go ask her to pose for you. I’ll do it. I know her.” 
Sylvie watched Alex make her way through the crowd, find Pilar, and begin talking to her. They spoke for some time, and Alex was obviously making small talk so that her request would not sound shocking. Suddenly, Pilar looked startled, then angry, then proud, angry, and bellicose. Alex had evidently just made her request. Pilar’s face was brilliantly alive with rage. She elbowed her way directly over to Sylvie and stared at her, finally staring her down. 
“You know,” Pilar said, “some people look at me and think ‘here comes trouble.’ Sometimes they even tell me that. I’ve seen you here, and you know what I thought? I thought, ‘here’s trouble coming at you like a bull.’ There are some idiots following you around, all of which goes to show that people never learn what’s good for them.” Pilar looked up at Alex, who had joined them and heard the last few words, which caused a look of agony to pass over her face.
“Alex, you are one of the women I most respect here, so I will not tell this unmentionable exactly what I think of her. I will pose for you, Sylvie, since Alex says you are a very serious artist. Whether you are serious in other ways, I don’t know. So, here’s what will happen. When I pose naked for you, you will be naked as you paint me. It will not happen any other way, I assure you.” Again, Pilar took a long, severe look at Sylvie in perfect silence and then walked away. It was clear that the sitting might or might not occur, but no hanky-panky would ever follow.
Sylvie and Alex were silent for a long time and then looked intently at one another. “If you laugh in this room, with her seeing you, she might kill you, I warn you,” Alex said. “She carries a knife.” Sylvie nodded with a completely serious expression on her face. “I warned you about her,” Alex continued. “It’s no small thing that she grew up in a gypsy camp and made it here with a college education.”
“You did warn me. And, I’ve just seen what may be the greatest painting I will ever do.” She was magnificent, a wild animal! Sylvie thought. I was standing right beside a wild animal, and it wasn’t safe; yet I was glued to the spot and didn’t want to be anywhere else. “Thank you for introducing me to that force of nature. I hope that I can win her respect one day, and I envy you that you have it.”
A loud voice called out to the room from a member of the Mujeres Libres group. “OK, everybody, we’re going to sit down now and tell the story of our mothers, who they were, how they lived their lives, just as we did last night. Who wants to start?” The women sat down, settled themselves and were soon looking from one face to another with great interest.
The first woman who spoke was from the writer’s group, a poet who supported herself through various part-time positions—fellowships at the university, teaching, and journalism. “My mother and I are from the Basque country, another region that is matriarchal. My mother has always been a cyclone of energy and creativity. Our village is full of competitions in Basque games and arts, most of which are held in the village tavern, as well as outdoor competitions in sports. My mother is the village’s finest bertsolariak, or spontaneous reciter of original poetry. In this Basque artform, you are given a lead for a poem from a previous reciter as well as a particular meter, and then you must continue or even complete the poem. There is applause and cheering after my mother’s performances because she always completes the poem brilliantly, dramatically and resoundingly. She has no equal, not even me. The poems are never written down or published, and my mother has scorned my attempts to do this for her. She loves the pure lawless fire of her imagination and doesn’t want it to be limited in any way, even by a printed page that she will never read.
“Poetry is by no means her only skill. She is also one of the village’s best gamblers, for which there are tavern competitions, and she is the finest and most dramatic player of the alboka, a Basque bull horn that makes a sound similar to that of bagpipes. As though that weren’t enough, she is one of the village’s best hill walkers as well, for which there are outdoor competitions. The villages of the Basque region are often very poor, and paid employment is difficult to find. Our village would be impossibly dull without these competitions, which are an important part of our culture and economy.
“When I graduated from the university and became a well-published poet, my mother was very proud of me. But, she also believes that spontaneous poetry is the larger share of poetic greatness and has a more direct relationship to the spirit, which she thinks of as a kind of creative fountain. My mother is surely a fountain, but I wouldn’t say that for the rest of humanity and its inspiration. I, on the other hand, believe that the finished poem is greater, since it is the final and cumulative act of a spirit or self that must be tested and harshly trained to channel and understand its inspiration and the universe that has formed it. Because of this, many poets think of themselves as people who must wait patiently in a thunderstorm for the whole of their lives—and are only struck by the lightning of brilliant creativity a few times. Similarly, others think of themselves as cosmic interlopers—perhaps half-human and half-divine—who receive the visit of an angel only a few times in their lives and must create their own inspiration and poetry from such strange, marvelous and ambiguous material. These are ways of metaphorically speaking about inspiration on the one hand (and those are only metaphors poets use, not real angels or lightning), and on the other hand the long hard toil that at last becomes great poetry. That’s my belief, anyway.
“One night when I was very young, my mother and I got a bit too drunk in the village tavern and decided to compete as poets. I gave her a lead from a published poem of mine in a certain meter, and we compared her spontaneous completion of the poem with my own labored one. We did this several times and then defended our poems passionately until at last we began to cast original and elaborate curses at one another, which is a precursor to poetry and also done in our village. Soon, we were competing through both curses and poems. The whole village gathered around us in astonishment for the poem after poem and curse after curse that poured from us. I must say that it was one of my life’s most utterly magnificent moments, and I treasure it for both its absurdity and its strange splendor.
“Eventually, we were too drunk to remember who had won, and the villagers said they could not possibly decide between us. The next morning, we could hardly stop laughing as we remembered what we had done, but we both silently decided that any attempt to compare ourselves was impossible and that we could never know what form of poetry was greatest. Only the metaphorical angel would know, and there was nothing but silence from her. I think all poets are conversant with metaphorical angels and devils, since poetry is in some ways a truce between the two. So, we had no more discussions about the greatest poetry or further escapades in the tavern that no doubt gave the village such a great entertainment.
“My mother is profoundly apolitical, as you might guess. Both ETA and the fascists much earlier as well as the resistance—anarchists, socialists, and communists—have tried repeatedly to recruit her, since all could see her unsurpassed energy and creativity. No one has ever succeeded, however. My mother accepts no master—be it political, cultural or artistic. She says that she honestly has no idea who my father was. But, she is certain it was an itinerant poet, a group for which she has a secret relish. The perfect man is one who will please her for an extended poetic moment and then depart for good.
“My mother has been poor for most of her life, as have the other villagers. She inherited our house from my grandmother and has lived on the money won in many competitions as well as government handouts that are common among those who live in the Basque region. As soon as I graduated from the university, I tried to give her money, but she was too proud to accept it. However, she does keep the money I leave behind in the house after a visit, ‘gifts’ that seem to be the work of providence or the supernatural. Her ‘logic’ is probably as original and complex as everything else in her mind. She values herself greatly, and perhaps it strikes her as natural that ultimate reality should do so as well. Too, her spirit is so much that of a creator and gambler with life, and there may be a certain logic to the notion that she ‘wins’ an unknown and inscrutable ‘lottery’ from time to time. I do know that she does not believe the money comes from me; she would throw it into the street behind me if she thought so.
“I must say that my mother is the most complex and difficult person I have ever known, though I love and admire her very much. I am always grateful to have escaped from my Basque village, however, and to have found my true freedom here in Barcelona. I’ve tried to convince my mother to come here, if only for a visit; but she refuses, claiming that she, like the other Basques, is of the original wild, historical stock from which the civilized world evolved. She says that she is part savage and can’t stay in a truly civilized place comfortably. I find this argument very disconcerting because, though wild and strange, it has a certain truth to it. I have also read some scientific studies—in archaeology, genetics and linguistics—that give some credence to her claim. And, I can’t deny that she is happy in her ‘wild’ state.
“I have a lot in common with my mother. I, too, accept no master, and I treasure individuality and human beings as they naturally are. This infuses my poetry, and it is my personal answer to the question of my life’s meaning, recognizing that all answers to such a complex question are incomplete. Though my mother and I have sparred with one another like enemies, she is a big part of who I am. That is the simple truth, and perhaps the only simple one in the wonderful conundrum that is my mother.”
The room was now full of the sounds of many women commenting to one another in soft voices. They were becoming more comfortable with the ebb and flow of the stories, which individually were very dramatic and created a room of complete silence around the storyteller. Slowly, they began to look around themselves again, and the expectation of another story was clearly present.
The next woman to tell her mother’s story was a member of the lawyer’s group, and she spoke in a voice of great gravity that could rise spectacularly in a courtroom but was soft and gentle here. “My mother was born in a small Andalusian village to a family of bakers and stone masons. During the Spanish Civil War, she and my future father joined the Communist youth group when they were fourteen years old and fought in the resistance. In 1936, a junta formed that was headed by a traitor, Colonel Casada, who sold out his followers to Franco. Among them was my mother, who told me everything that happened to her, and when you hear it, you will know why I could never forget it. She was taken away by Franco’s mercenaries, Africans who were covered with stench and scabies. They took a train to the terrible prison at Guadalajara, and she was placed in what was called the ‘scabies room,’ where everyone was initially held since all had caught scabies from the mercenaries. This was a room big enough to hold ten people, but at least sixty women were placed there. No one could move unless everyone else moved, and it was a stark reminder of how interdependent their fates were. Instantly, the women became very protective of one another. This was the system they followed: during the day, they gave bedding and space to the women with children since they needed to feed them and rest from their special exertions. The other women stood. The nighttime was so cramped that a woman even slept on the toilet bowl in spite of all the interruptions to her sleep. 
“Eventually, they were moved into a patio that was larger, but their living conditions remained terrible. They received no more than a glass of water every three days, and they were given only sulfur to clean themselves. They were always hungry since they could eat nothing more than a bowl of soup every day. In it was an onion alternating occasionally with lentils, but the soup was also full of bugs and stones. My mother and the other communists had their heads shaved and the letters UPB, for Union of Proletarian Brothers, smeared on their scalps with tar. Everyone was close to starvation, of course, and many did die, particularly the children.
“The women who had been clandestine agents were horribly beaten and kicked in their kidneys to make them name their contacts and comrades. My mother was proud to have given them only one name, and it was a man already known to them. The response of the children to their mothers after torture was utterly pathetic, since the women were thrown out of the torture rooms like bags bent over double. For hours, they could only creep while bent double because of the kicking, and some children couldn’t recognize them. One woman had two young sons—a three-year-old and an eight-year-old. The younger child cried and said this woman was not his mother, but the older son could make out her features and said it was their mother. All three held one another and cried.
“My mother, who eventually got a thirty-year sentence, went to prisons all over Spain and knew women prisoners of all kinds. Convents, schools and any other large public buildings were confiscated by Franco and used as prisons. There were thousands of women in the prison at Durango. Some prisons officials—including nuns and priests—were sadistic and others compassionate. The latter gave more food to the women and saved many lives. When women were slated for execution by firing squad at midnight, they intervened at the last minute by formally verifying that no trial had been held, thus preventing the execution on legal grounds. Among the lives saved by this method was my mother’s.
“Nonetheless, the women’s stories were heart-breaking. Even old women of eighty-five and girls of nine and ten were imprisoned as members of the resistance. Many were not clandestine agents at all. Some had done nothing more than cooking a meal for a soldier who knocked on their doors or doing a laundry for a few of them. Some women prisoners had brothers who were resistance fighters and had no other relationship to the resistance than that. Some had done nothing more than curse when bombs fell on their villages and were denounced by their neighbors.
“One woman was beaten twice a day for three months and went mad. She spent the rest of her life in bed, nursed by her husband. One old woman in her eighties was the grandmother of three resistance fighters. The Falangists found her, beat her donkey to death in front of her, and dragged her to prison, where she was given castor oil until her intestines were permanently damaged. My mother had been an eldest born and was very close to her father. He moved whenever she was transferred to another prison, since he felt that he had to be near her. When he heard the length of her sentence, he had a stroke and had to be hospitalized. He said her name over and over and asked about her until he died. 
“My mother also told me stories about the kindness of villagers who lived around the prisons. They sent food in to the women and, when so many children began to die, raised them in their homes so that they could survive close to their mothers and visit them. There was horror, sadism, courage, selflessness and compassion everywhere my mother went. Strangely enough, there was inspiration, too. My mother, who was so young, played pranks and pulled off stunts to raise the morale of the older women and distract them from their worries. She would conduct mock trials of Franco in which women played the roles of judges who handed down the most chillingly horrific sentences they could imagine. Every May 1, they celebrated the anniversary of the Republic of Spain, even though it had been defeated. My mother led women who marched around the prison walls, one carrying an old broom with a red sweater hanging from it for a flag. A young girl composed their anthem, which they sang in their loudest voices, causing a roar that terrified their jailers. When women were transferred to another prison, the villagers sang this anthem to them, again showing their solidarity with them.
“My mother always said that her story was the story of so many women, imprisoned together and giving one another the strength and resilience to survive. She said that was the only meaning of life she could still believe in after what had happened to her. Many years after Franco, in the 1980s, she occasionally went out to dinner with two women who had been imprisoned with her and had become close friends over the years. They met at a restaurant right here in Barcelona. They had been through everything together—torture that had ruined their spines and stays at a prison called the Cemetery of the Living because the officials there tried to starve women to death.
“Yet there they were, together at a Barcelona restaurant, having dinner long after Franco’s death. Everyone around them saw three bent old crones, one with a walker, another with crutches; all with sparse hair, bent frames and false teeth. The other diners could not know that they were looking at the three most courageous women in Spain, who kept women alive when so many died; who did not name their comrades when all others did; who believed in the freedom of Spain when all was lost. That’s who those bent old crones were, the greatest unknown heroes of the Spanish Civil War, and I am proud to say that one of them was my mother.”
The room was silent again, but for women who were crying and those trying not to. It would be difficult to tell another story that night, they thought, yet they deeply wanted this revelatory process to continue. 
The next woman to tell her story was a senior from the writer’s group, a novelist of some renown. “My mother, my sister and I lived in a small village outside of Madrid. My mother was of the same generation as the heroic women resistance fighters of the Spanish Civil War, but she was never a part of this. Still, she could be considered a kind of clandestine agent, handling dangerous secrets for a living. When I was young, all I knew about her profession was that it happened at night, and she left with several pairs of her huge collection of gloves, all kept bleached and spotlessly white. Years later, my aunt told me that she was a pajillera, a woman who jerks men off in dark corners of nightclubs for money, though I did not know this until I was an adult. Such women often sing a folk song while jerking the man off for an extra bit of money. I find the thought of this so bizarre that it may truly be unique to Spain. She left us at eleven pm, then slept at home from four am to nine am, when we woke up, allowing herself a nap in the afternoon as well as a fresh bleaching of her gloves.
“She was tall and willowy, slightly anorexic, with hugely dark romantic eyes, a pale porcelain complexion and a mouth that never smiled, all of which might have been useful to her in her work. She looked exquisitely delicate and intense rather than sensually beautiful, and might have allowed men the uniquely Spanish erotic fantasy that they were copulating in the presence of the Virgin Mary, who forgave them their sin while carefully retaining her virginity. My mother was always full of imagination and contradiction which, not knowing their source, I loved in a kind of childish delirium. My sister and I were told the most marvelous of bedtime stories. I never found another daughter who heard such splendid tales as she reserved for us. 
“She knew all of the Spanish legends and bits of folklore and told us the ones that particularly highlighted the virtuous actions of girls and women. My mother said that Spain was once matriarchal, and there were remnants left of it in its legends. We heard tales from all over Spain. She told us the story of a Medieval Andalusian woman warrior who was sent into battle as a knight and saved the life of a prince, who she later married. We heard a tale from Aragon about another noblewoman whose father was captured in battle and who rescued him from his captors through an ingenious stratagem.
“Women were also heroic in defending Spain’s most honored values. A legend from Valencia involved a king’s daughter who saved Christian prisoners from the tyrannical wrath of her Moorish father. We heard stories from Seville in which old women were crime-fighters alongside of kings as well as other legends in which traditional ‘women’s work’ was eliminated by supernatural spirits. Another legendary noblewoman from Madrid split her fortune with her maid because of the latter’s distinct probity and honesty. Still another set the highest standards for her honor like a knight. Even the Medieval College for Noble Young Women in the once-distinguished University of Salamanca was given a folkloric origin. In my mother’s tale, some of its first students were the daughters of a shoemaker, who were ennobled by his good deeds and could be educated there. We grew up thinking all the legends of Spain were about heroic women.
“So, she left us every night in her spotless gloves, to dream of the heroism of women, while she went to her work of quiet desperation in the darkest and most sordid corners of Madrid. She also wrote poetry, which she never showed us. I once found it, however, hidden beneath her bedroom rug, imperceptible to anyone but a child whose world is so circumscribed and domestic that it alone can see the tiny rise on the edge of a rug that conceals a secret. I found her poems very beautiful, all concerning a countryside arcadia that was probably completely imaginary.
“As an adult, I have often meditated upon the stark division within her deepest self or spirit, creating visions of nature and folkloric women heroes when her own life was so obviously the reverse. How can a life create such insurmountable gulfs and then maintain them, I wondered. Why must we do such things? It may be the most profound question of our lives since, in its largest terms, it recreates the very division of good and evil that is the core of our religions and many philosophies as well.
“When I was twelve years old, I committed the terrible youthful indiscretion of trying to find out her secret. I followed her out one night, all the way to the bars, parks and squares on the edges of Madrid where she did her nightly work. As she lurked in the shadows and peripheries of those dens of red neon and orange globes that lit the night, so did I. It was not difficult for me to hide myself, since the principle of such shadowy corners is that their contents will never be seen or revealed. I was as invisible as she and her patrons were.
“I followed her like a spy or a lover and saw what she did without any understanding of what it meant, since my grasp of adult sex was virtually non-existent. I felt the romance of the shadows, the clandestine, the whispers, mumbled needs and muffled cries of satisfaction, the secrets at the heart of the night, whether lit by stars or neon; without truly understanding anything I was witnessing. I followed her for two nights and then, on the second night when I was hiding behind a decorative pillar in one of the bars she frequented, I stared for the last time at her interaction with a man at a dark, far table. For, in the next minute, I was face-to-face with my mother, who had seen me! Her face was very dark in the shadows and so it remained as she took me home in a silent fury. After she closed our door, she cried and screamed at me for doing what had always been forbidden.
“I had no excuse for myself and so, irrelevantly, I told her that I had found her poems and believed them to be so beautiful, so very beautiful! I had followed her to understand their beauty, and now I was crying and screaming, too, as I told her how wonderful her words were. This made her all the more horrified and frenzied, and she tore up all the poems in front of me and said they were, in their falseness, as sordid as everything I had seen. Since I didn’t understand what I had seen and was so innocent as not to recognize sordidness, I cried even louder that the poems were wondrous transformations of the world; they were my sisters and brothers, my aunts and uncles, my cousins, my grandparents, my entire family, my cats and dogs and all the kittens and puppies they could produce, all the children I would ever have and all the tales I would tell them, and surely! Surely they were all the legendary noblewomen of Spain she had told me of! A cornucopia of real and imaginary life flooded out of me. Her poetry was all I had, the best of her, the best that she had ever thought and put down into words, and now it had been destroyed in front of me!
“My last outburst at the loss of her poems instantly quieted her. She sat me down at the kitchen table and rocked me in her arms, soothing me as we recovered from our hysteria. She caressed and kissed me and silently comforted me. At last she said, ‘Mother of God, what an imaginative child I have! I might have known there would be one like this. Whatever will become of you, my child who dreams such incredible things?’”
“There was an enormous change in our lives the very next day. My mother enrolled in one of the free People’s Universities that were available at that time. They taught reading, writing and simple math, which she didn’t need, but also such useful skills as how to repair a toilet and how to be a scavenger of garbage so as to find all the possible nutrients. At that time, too, public schools became mandatory and free, so I became a student who had to travel long distances by bus to school. My mother became a plumber. She joked that, as one who removed clogged waste, she was in the same line of work as before, though I was still too young to appreciate her irony. We loved to teach one another what we had learned in our new lives. As a result, I can fix any toilet and pick over garbage as well as any alley-cat.
“In old age, my mother died of Alzheimer’s disease, and there was no one to tend her but me and my sister. I tried to refresh her memory about all the things she had ever told me. I asked her how to repair toilets, fish through garbage, and finally I told her all the folkloric tales and legends she had given to me so long ago as bedtime stories. I told her all the lovely images of arcadia that had once filled her poetry. Her eyes grew as large and round as a child’s, and the stories and fantasies became all the more astounding and beautiful to her as her mind shrank and then disappeared. I would love to believe that the last thing she imagined was her fanciful arcadia of long ago. Of all the questions I asked her, I didn’t ask the one for which I wanted an answer: Do you remember those secret places, those shadows, mother; and how we went out at night in search of the unknown in corners, in pools of darkness and neon, in starry skies, and discovered only the sordidness of human life? Ah, but you don’t ask such questions, even to one whose mind is leaving, because the answer is too sad.”
There was again a soft, appreciative murmuring in the room. Every woman knew that this was one of the great evenings at Monserrat’s house. They found these mothers as unforgettable as their daughters did. The next woman to tell her story was from the healthcare professionals group, a hospital director who had university degrees in medicine and nursing. 
“I was born in a women’s prison, and both my mother and grandmother were imprisoned for political agitation against the fascists. My father was also a resistance fighter, but he was killed in battle early in the war.
“My mother told me that when first placed on a prison blanket, I cried, and she found out why—there were forty bedbugs underneath me. It’s probably fortunate that I don’t remember it. My mother was falsely imprisoned; she had no desire to be a clandestine agent after my father’s death, but she was still under surveillance by the fascists. She was a fisherwoman in our small village of Santana and had four children to feed with her work. So, she went out fishing every night with my brother. One night, however, she stayed home because two of my sisters were sick. Since she therefore had no fish to sell on the Santana village market the following day, the fascists assumed that she had given her catch to a charismatic guerrilla leader named Cardoso, who was known to have fighters in the area. 
“She was immediately imprisoned at Santander, and her children were given to my aunt and uncle. Born later, I stayed in prison with her until I was no longer nursing, so I was a part of this much Civil War history without remembering a single event. I do remember when my mother was released and came for us, however. She told me so many stories about women prisoners like the ones we’ve heard already—the women who were tortured, the terrible conditions of the prisons, the sympathetic bonding between women and their unselfishness. She was particularly struck by the powerful mountain women from Asturias; they were the most courageous.
“She also told me other stories about the women she had known, and some of these were unforgettable. There were women who went mad because of the arbitrary nature of their imprisonment and the poor living conditions. She described a woman named Rosa who was imprisoned for the sole reason that her son was a resistance fighter. When she and her husband had no information about his whereabouts, the fascists beat her husband to death in front of her and she was dragged away to the nearest prison, which was Santander. A year later, she received a postcard from her son, who had left the country after the war effort failed; but still, the fascists would not release Rosa. My mother was her closest friend, and one day she began to hallucinate and grabbed my mother by the throat in a powerful grip. When her sanity returned and she realized what she had done, she tried to hang herself. All the prisoners begged to have Rosa transferred to a mental hospital where a doctor could treat her, but this was never done. She ended up muttering in a corner, with no sense of the outside world. This was her fate, all for a son who was no longer a soldier or even living in Spain, Yes, I will always remember Rosa.
“My mother also told me about a woman lawyer named Elena who came to the prisons in an attempt to free innocent women and get better living conditions for all. She was from a wealthy doctor’s family and had a very sharp intellect as well as great self-confidence. The men running the prison were afraid of her for many reasons, according to my mother. Her criticisms were valid; because, in fact, the prison decisions and procedures were capricious, illegal, and probably had the status of war crimes. In addition, Elena was a class above them, clearly more intelligent and truly fearless. For a time, they didn’t interfere with her work, though it was apparently difficult for them to tolerate a woman so obviously superior to them. My mother was always fascinated with her forceful voice and manner.
“One day, the prisoners were told that she had committed suicide in the warden’s office by leaping out the open window and falling six stories below onto a concrete surface. No one believed it, of course, but everyone wanted to know what really happened to her. Eventually, they pieced together these facts: She was in the director’s office presenting her arguments against illegal detention and poor living conditions, and a shouting match occurred. Her body then landed on its back on the concrete, so it was obvious that she had been thrust out the window by the warden and whoever else might have been there. If she had actually tried to kill herself, her body would at least have been found face down.
“It was an incredible situation, my mother and the other prisoners all thought. The fascists could apparently not tolerate the simple presence of a woman this superior to them. At any time, they could easily have imprisoned her falsely and stopped her activities. But, they were overwhelmed by the very fact of her presence there. It was ultimately, in other words, a crime of passion; but one engendered by hate, guilt and inferiority rather than love. We are very fortunate that we no longer live in such a world. Today, this woman would be a great lawyer and judge, possibly a powerful force in politics or even a Prime Minister, with a family following in her footsteps. Yet, for all her courage and brilliance, the fascists gave her a fate worse than that of the prisoners. I was most struck by this story and this woman of all I heard from my mother. Oh yes, I will always remember Elena; and as terrible as her story is, it belongs here, in this house, a truth to be told to other women. Even now, no man has ever been punished for her death.
“As you can imagine, my mother, my siblings and I had enough of the resistance after what we had seen and heard. This was never the case with my grandparents and particularly my grandmother, Tomasita, who was very short and often called Pequeña, though she was small only in body. In spirit and courage, they didn’t come any bigger than Pequeña. Since she remained in the resistance until Franco’s death, I met her for the first time when we were both relatively old. I always knew her story, however, and it is inseparable from my mother’s story and my own, so I must tell you about her, too.
“Tomasita was born in Guadalajara as the middle child of six. Her family was as poor as they come. Her father had been disabled by a fall from a horse, and her mother was constantly ill from stomach and intestinal problems. Grandma virtually supported the whole family single-handedly as a child, so you can see that I do not exaggerate her stamina. As a young child, she was briefly put into a school run by nuns but, when she had to work full-time in a knitting factory as well as care for her own mother, she could not attend every day, and the nuns refused to let her continue her education. 
At the knitting factory, she quickly learned the price at which the goods were sold, which was substantial, and asked for a higher wage. Immediately, she was fired and threatened by the factory owners. They said they would see to it that she never got another job, but that never stopped her. She then worked full-time in a pasta factory and mended clothing for people at night. There was only one light in her tiny house, and it was too high up to illuminate Pequeña’s night work. So, she put a chair on top of the tallest table below this light and worked a good part of the night. She faced another crisis when her mother was told that she must drink milk every two hours or die from hemorrhaging of the stomach. The cost was far beyond what the family could pay, so my grandma just took a full-time job at a dairy and provided her mother with all the free milk needed.
“Grandma Tomasita could not be defeated, in other words, yet her family was so poor that she never knew toys existed and only was given candy once. The lack of a childhood, the harshness of her life and the injustice of the nuns and factory owners made her ardently wish for a better future for all mankind, and she joined the Communist Party at the age of eleven. She was arrested one night when she stopped a policeman who was beating a child by threatening to curse his mother. When her father came to the police station to get her, the officers told him that she was deeply involved in radical politics that would hurt her and that he must beat it out of her. But, he had always been very close to her; and, after they had returned home, he only asked, ‘Pequeña, is it true?’ She said it was and showed him her card. When he half-heartedly picked up a belt to beat her, she said that she would never stop her political activities. If he forbade them, she would live elsewhere and support herself alone, as they knew very well she could. ‘I love you and mother,’ she said, ‘but I must do this for my ideals and a better world. This life is not worth living.’ He said to her, ‘OK, Pequeña, stand up for your self and for all of us. It’s true that I’ve never been able to do it myself.’
“She was arrested and imprisoned when she was only fourteen years old and faced the same torture we’ve already heard about and the resulting damage to the spine and the kidneys. Her father died when he heard the length of her sentence, thirty-five years. She escaped at one point, however, and lived in the mountains with the guerrilla fighters. She married my grandfather and had my mother as her only child. My grandparents could not live safely outside the mountains until the death of Franco.
“When I went to the university, I had a long spirited talk with her, though she was on her deathbed. I told her that I wanted only to heal the sick and would prepare myself for a long career in healthcare. She said to me, ‘I’ve fought all my life for a cause, and only now do I see that I was fighting for you, though I didn’t know whether you would ever exist or not. Your mother and I were poor and uneducated, and now here you are, going to the university to live in a world without fascism, where Spain is free, and you can choose to heal with medicine rather than firearms and resistance. My nickname has always been Pequeña, the Little One, so I want you to give yourself a nickname. Call yourself Big One. Be whatever you want—a doctor, a nurse, a lawyer, a matador for all I care. Whatever you become, always remember that if I were still alive (and I won’t be), I would welcome you home with a big, big hug and call you my Big One, for all the pride I felt because of you. You are worth what the fascists did to my spine and kidneys in torture when I was so much younger than you, just a child, and that is a very big thing, remember!’ She was right, and how could I ever forget it? I want you to remember, too, because her story also belongs in this house, to be told to the women who come here. We are the lucky ones.” 



 
ALEX WAS UP early, since she had not been able to find Ruth during the previous evening. She walked around the house’s ground floor and then went into the kitchen, where she was relieved to find Ruth making coffee. Ruth politely invited her to have coffee, and they went into the living room with two cups and a pot. 
Alex could find no subtle way to begin talking to Ruth about grief. She finally settled on an observation that was the reverse of what she wanted to know. “You seem very happy with Monserrat,” Alex began, and her statement ended with a slight question mark. 
“Oh, yes, very much so,” Ruth answered and thought, Sylvie has sent her. There’s no other explanation as to why she would be up so early, asking me such intimate questions. It’s still not resolved with Sylvie, and the situation is chaotic enough that both of them are disturbed. I must relieve them, but how?
“If you don’t mind a casual observation, I thought you might also be a bit upset over something, probably related to your book, not about Sylvie, of course,” Alex said and thought this is awful. I will never be an ambassador.
“Don’t let Sylvie hear that, ‘of course.’” They both laughed. Good, she’s getting right to it, Ruth thought. 
Both felt a uniquely queasy sensation in knowing that they had both been so recently involved with the same woman, one whom they both knew to be very difficult, attractive, magnetic, and explosive. “It’s really nothing you don’t already know from our lunch, when we first met,” Ruth said. “This time is very disturbing for the planet and the future of our civilization. We’re more vulnerable than most countries seem to realize. The animals I have studied all my life are in danger of extinction, and that is only small part of what’s at stake. Human pollution and habitat destruction are causing the sixth mass extinction on the entire planet, and people will pay the price along with other animals. Global warming is a big part of it, but there is much more. I am increasingly convinced that there will be a global catastrophe before humans are serious about stopping it, and it could be enough to send us back to the middle ages.”
“I’m very worried about this, too, but I’m sure you know the situation in much greater detail. What do you foresee?”
“In a nutshell, computer simulations say that ocean levels will rise by about three feet by 2100. But, they are always revised upward when actual measuring is done to determine whether the simulation is correct. A much more accurate figure would be a rise by fifteen feet. The beautiful cities on water that I have always loved—San Francisco, Rio, Hong Kong, Barcelona, too—will all either be underwater or behind sea walls by then. All the coastal areas will be behind sea walls, too. There will be no more swimming in the ocean, feeling at one with the universe, you can be sure. If our infrastructure doesn’t produce those walls, which will be very expensive and complex to keep functioning, the foundation of La Sagrada Familia will be under water. There will be tremendous loss of human life as well as animals. By 2015, the world’s population will number some nine billion people, many living on coastlines. The first global catastrophe is most likely to occur on the coasts or the island nations. There’s always a chance that people will take up alternative energy and methods of conservation in time, but it looks less and less likely as time passes and the situation becomes more dangerous. There is a new science of geoengineering that might come up with solutions, but its work will always be based on computer simulations, which can always be wrong. One idea that has been offered, the creation of gigantic mirrors placed between the earth and the sun, is a good example. If the calculations of the earth’s resulting temperature are off by the smallest margin, we could be plunged into a thousand-year winter. Conservation and shifting to other energy sources are the only safe methods, and that’s where people start becoming stubborn and resistant to change. The rise in sea level may not even be the worst part of the change. The first stage is increased precipitation, which causes chaotic weather—hurricanes, tornadoes, twisters. In winter, there are more snowstorms, paradoxically, in addition to warmer weather. Hurricanes and winter storms that are so powerful as to occur only twice century in the past, will happen every couple of years. We have no infrastructure for that. All countries need powerful central governments, much more intelligent leaders and a united, knowledgeable and motivated population for that. You know where the U.S. stands there; we both left in disgust. Northern and Western Europe are in a better position, Canada and New Zealand, too. They’ve had a long tradition of liberal government. But, the biggest nations—the U.S., India, and China—do not. In time, India and China will probably move in that direction, but the U.S. is moving farther and farther right. That’s why there has been so little job growth under Bush. I am sorry to speak at such length. I taught college students for so many years that it has permanently turned my language into that of an old professor.”
“But I really want to know about this!” Alex said. “I’m beginning to realize that we need a political commitment to this issue here, in the house. It should be on the web site and Facebook page, and there should be a group meeting. There are plenty of scientists in the university professors group. I honestly don’t understand why Americans have so little commitment to this issue. They only talk about future generations when the Republicans want to cut the entitlements again. Otherwise, they could care less. It disgusted me enough to leave, but my Internet protests aren’t changing the situation at all. I’m sure they’ll elect a Democrat in 2008, but I doubt that government will really be able to change anything, either. Why are people so damned dumb?”
“I’m happy to answer, but you’ll only hear a longer version of the old professor’s essay.”
“So go ahead. I would like to feel something other than disgust for my country. And, you’ve heard what people around here have to say about it.”
“To begin with, you’ve been part of an intellectual elite, probably since grade school. You may not have known enough people who are truly defeated by the American economy, but I teach all types at the university, and I’ve been thinking and reading about these issues for decades. You can’t imagine how economically besieged the middle class is now and how poorly educated. The public schools are so badly in need of funding as to be a disaster. Their graduates, if they can find work at all, are most often working two jobs. They have no time for the future when the present is so oppressive. They clearly haven’t the time to read and think enough to understand what’s happening to them and what their options are. That’s why they’re so easily swayed by the money and mendacity of the far-right Republican Party. It truly only acts in favor of the wealthy—the rest is pure deceit, which they engage in shamelessly. It reminds me so much of chimp behavior: if chimps meet another colony of chimps, they attack immediately. Of course, bonobos don’t do this. Chimps are intolerant of any divergence from the group they form. Equally, the Republicans represent the wealthy, and everyone else is not a human being, only a fool to be manipulated by lies.
“Religion, which they also manipulate shamelessly, only exacerbates the situation by providing another justification for oppression of others. This is a complete violation not only of the New Testament but also of the social compact itself, through which humans are nurtured to adulthood and live lawfully in groups as adults. Wealth cannot be won without it, and the wealthy can’t then refuse to support the system that allowed them to acquire their wealth. But, this observation is a matter of thought and reason, and there’s no reason in the far right. Living in the U.S., you feel how powerful, vicious, ignorant and unreasoning the conservative predisposition is; it comes as no surprise to me that it’s biological. If their wealth has been acquired legally, unethically, or criminally but it has not been detected, the wealthy believe they have every right to deny a life of human decency to everyone else.
“The other system of justice, typified by the Democrats with its biological basis in bonobo behavior, is that we must function and make decisions in diverse groups, help one another, protect the environment, and provide a strong safety net for the old and disabled. Clearly these are two different forms of justice, but only the latter is moral, and only the latter has ever resulted in economic prosperity and political maturity.”
“Wasn’t there an economic expansion under Reagan?”
“Yes, but also a big budget deficit. The Republicans always deliberately create one, like Bush did, so that they can argue against the entitlements. They create their own problems and then try to get themselves re-elected to solve them. It never happens, of course. Clinton had to clean up after both Reagan and Bush, balancing the budget while expanding the economy. He was the most effective president in modern memory, as they say.”
“But, why don’t Americans feel the danger they’re in? I do, but I always feel that I’m alone outside of Moveon.org.”
“There are polls showing that nearly half of Americans don’t believe that global warming exists. This statistic alone shows how besieged the middle class, how unable to read and study they are, how vulnerable to the mendacity of Republicans. The concept behind global warming is very simple: the heat of the planet causes more ocean water to evaporate into the air. What goes up must come down, so the first stage is increased precipitation, more water coming down, and hence the increased presence and strength of hurricanes, tornadoes, typhoons, floods, landslides and mudslides, huge snowfalls in winter, etc. There can be no question but what we’re in the first phase. Our infrastructure is crumbling under the stress now, to say nothing of the future.
“Meteorology is a very complex field, however, and so is the application of this simple concept. When we factor in all the effects of wind and sun, water and air, millions of other variables show a picture consistent only in predicting extreme and destructive weather. Spain, for example, will undoubtedly experience extremes of drought in the future as well as floods. The jet stream over the US, which carries precipitation and normally runs east-west, can suddenly—for the first time—run north-south for brief periods, releasing much greater precipitation than usual, and this can prevent water from reaching areas in the south and west that hence experience more drought than ever before.
“Too, the public may not always understand what computer modeling is, the methodology of climate scientists which, as a huge database of perhaps millions of variables, can describe the present and allow us to understand the future. A good example of computer modeling that everyone has seen is the images we have of our solar system from the various space probes we’ve sent to study it. When the public sees the final data, it looks as though they’re viewing the planets from the deck of the Starship Enterprise as it moves throughout the solar system. The raw data, however, is nothing but streams of binary numbers, 0 and 1. The computer system, using programmed rules or algorithms, enable us to see images that conceptualize the data and answer questions we address to it. There are now computer simulations so complex as to recreate the formation of the universe using all the astronomical data we have assembled. They can actually display the time just after the big bang, with the irregularities in radiation becoming stars and galaxies and thus the conditions for our own life and evolution.
“These two basic ideas—increased precipitation and computer modeling—are not understood by so many Americans because they are poorly educated and beleaguered economically to the degree that they no longer form clear and accurate opinions about their time. In the period after World War II until the 1970s, there was a much narrower gap between rich and poor and greater general prosperity and economic competitiveness. The tax on the wealthy went from seventy percent to thirty percent today, plus plenty of loopholes to reduce that thirty percent far below the percentage the middle class pays. All of our real national needs—effective public schools, competitive industries, and stable infrastructure—have weakened to an amazing degree in this period. Ultimately, even the wealthy will fall prey to environmental catastrophes and their inevitable economic consequences. It could send us back to the Middle Ages.”
“Why are intellectuals so weak in alerting the public, in saying this? I’m reading it all the time, but nothing seems to affect an election.”
“The U.S. does very poorly by its intellectuals; they are hardly used in industry at all. My analysis of America’s economy is liberal orthodoxy. Liberal journalists and academics have been saying it for years. My synthesis is original, however, so far as I know. Fewer liberals know that the tendency to be liberal or conservative is genetic, though some surely do; it has been discussed in the media. I know of no one who has related it to primatology. I am probably alone there, and the reaction to my ideas could be very hostile.”
“But what is better? What exactly are you advocating?”
“The problems of combating global warming can only be solved through an alliance between science and industry. This can’t even begin before there is more economic prosperity. Germany is a good example of a resilient economy. It has a strong emphasis on excellent public education and empowered labor, resulting in a skilled and talented work force in industries that fare well in global competition. You do not see the great disparity between rich and poor there; positions at the top of industry don’t have the huge salaries you see in the US. Germany also has a powerful middle class and a strong safety net for the old and disabled. Historically, it seems to be without some of the US’s most misguided ideas, like salvation from a free market economy and the value of self-reliance over well-functioning groups and governance. The reverse of this is the dying, third-world economy that the U.S. has begun to resemble—poor public education, weakness in the position of labor, fewer jobs, corrupt and non-competitive industry, crumbling infrastructure, and the rise of far-right politicians who do nothing but obscure this reality. It leads to catastrophe for all.”
“Sometimes I imagine their idea of a perfect world,” Alex said. “It’s all pleasure for the wealthy and no concern for anyone else at all; the rest is an impediment. Yet, they’re always the first to cry morality and ‘God’s plan.’”
“I can only agree,” Ruth said. “That is human evil. There is no other. Genocide is only the final step: elimination of the impediment.” 
This has nothing to do with Sylvie, Alex thought. It’s depressing to me, too. “This has all been very helpful to me,” Alex said. “I can see now that my political priorities have not been ordered quite right. This seemed like one political problem of many, whereas they are clearly all related. If you want to share any ideas from your book as you write it, I will be happy to put it on the web site with links to many other sites.”
“I would welcome it, and I hope there are many more young people like you. We’ve now drunk more coffee than anyone should in the early morning. You’ve got a dissertation to write.”
And I’ve got that amazing woman to wake up beside, Alex thought.
When Ruth and Alex finished talking, Monserrat was in the painter’s room, looking at all the new paintings that had been done since she was last there. There was now a striking group of canvases so different from anything she had seen there before that they had to be the ambitious work of Sylvie. For nearly an hour, Monserrat had done nothing but look from one to another. Hearing silence from the living room, she came in and sat beside Ruth, pouring a cup of coffee for herself. “I’ve just had a fascinating encounter with one of our young lovers.”
“So have I,” Ruth said. “Tell me about yours.”
“I’ve been looking at Sylvie’s paintings while you were talking to Alex. She is one of the most brilliant artists I’ve ever seen here, possibly even a genius, and developing at a very rapid rate, faster than I did.”
Ruth smiled and looked at Monserrat in deep appreciation. “I’m so glad to hear that. I thought of her as a genius, too, at times, but I’m not really an artist and can’t judge.”
“But you are an artist!”
“Whatever. I will not argue with the woman I love. It’s exciting that her talent is bearing real fruit, given that she’s such un enfant terrible.”
“What I want to know is, where on earth have the two of you been? Alex says that Sylvie always says that she’s painting Spain. But, what Spain? Where? Whose? There are several paintings of an old woman out of the Stone Age, maybe ten thousand years ago, living in a hut; trees, flowers and vegetation so contorted they look alien to this planet; paintings full of wild animals, even huge snakes hanging from trees; street prostitutes with the stare of an eagle; mountain villages full of gypsies; fantasy and erotic sequences that are beyond my powers of description. Where is this all happening?”
Ruth laughed. “I assure you that it is Spain. We’ve been nowhere else. It’s just not the Spain you’ve always known. That is the Spain by, for and about men. I’ve seen the drawings that were preparatory to the paintings, and Sylvie paints the Spain of women and animals.”
“She is painting your heart. I should have known. You are still influencing her.”
“Not really. She tosses off influences like a bird in a birdbath. She’s her own woman and artist. I might have inspired her at most.”
“There! That’s it. She is painting your heart from inspiration. I’ve been thinking ahead about this. We have a feminist publishing house here, very well respected, and sometimes I publish a book of paintings by a single young artist. I would like to do this with Sylvie, probably everything she paints in Spain. In fact, after talking to you, I would like to title it, The Other Spain. Would she like that?”
Ruth laughed and clapped her hands. “She’s bursting with ambition, and she would love it with the force of birth, orgasm and death. You’ll have a wild animal in front of you. She might set the house on fire in joy.”
“Would you like to tell her?”
“Absolutely not! She might suspect I influenced you. Let her know she alone has earned it. It will be a gorgeous book, and, print one of her paintings of the old Stone Age woman on the cover of your book about Spanish matriarchy. We met that woman in a ghost town close to the Costa del Sol. She truly seemed to be the great matriarch of all Spain. I’m still not sure it really happened.”
“That’s a wonderful idea. You see, you’re an artist, too.”
“I’m just excited for all of you. Alex will be pleased, won’t she?”
“Oh yes! She thinks Sylvie is the best thing that’s ever happened to her work habits. I’ll tell Sylvie tomorrow on Gay Pride Day, just before we leave for the parade.”
“That’s perfect timing! Sylvie joins the feminist pantheon on Gay Pride Day; only in a house like this!” Ruth laughed again.



 
SYLVIE AND ALEX were driving through the Basque country, soon to arrive at the shepherd’s hut and the lake beside it. “I actually had a chance to talk to Ruth early this morning,” Alex said. “They were up making coffee. Monserrat spent a long time looking at your paintings. Anyway, Ruth’s grief has nothing to do with you . . .”
“Katia . . .”
“No! Some people are really not obsessed with a woman! She gave me plenty of detail about her book, and it’s quite enough to make anyone despair. I was glad I talked to her for my own reasons, ultimately. I should be giving more of my energy to liberal political causes. You should, too.”
“She said that?”
“No, it wasn’t necessary. I knew what she meant, and as for her grief, I think Monserrat is probably better for her, really. Ruth needs to be with her, write her books, and pass her ideas on to the next generation. She hardly needs to be with a young hottie.”
“Oh, she loves those young hotties, too!” Sylvie said angrily.
Alex laughed. “Well, of course; how could she not? But, we will both help Ruth most by working on her political causes, with which I completely agree. That’s what she needs. Other than that, just be her friend. You’re free of this, really free!”
“I wonder . . .” Sylvie said and smiled. 
She can’t resist planning something outrageous, Alex thought. What will go on in that hypothetical hotel a year from now? Alex laughed softly.
When they arrived at the shepherd’s hut, Sylvie was impressed to find a two-story structure. Primitive externally, it was well furnished inside, with a large kitchen, bathroom and shower. They immediately went down to the lake to spend several hours swimming naked, which caused a unique mixture of excitement and tranquility. They stayed long enough to see, reflected in the water, the tangled pink clouds of sunset and a brightly clashing orange moon. “I must see these colors, reflected,” Sylvie said. “They are beyond what I can imagine alone. I’m in love with these dying embers, floating through black vines of aquatic plants and insects. It is another reality. I will paint a woman’s face reflected in the water, as though she could only live in that element, one of clashing intensities. Perhaps it should be a self-portrait.” She touched the reflections and made them multiply. 
“I’m no dying ember,” Alex said. “I’m hungry, cold, hot for your body, in need of libations, and ready for whatever madness you’re going to inflict on me tonight.”
“My perfect lover!” Sylvie said, “The only one I’ve ever apologized to, the only one I’ve been ready to fall on my knees for. You’re going to get some very hot sex tonight; don’t worry.”
“That is the last and least of my worries about you.”
They prepared their dinner with groceries they had brought along and opened a bottle of wine. “This is heaven,” Sylvie said. “You’re right that it’s necessary to get away from there. This is a secret place of our own. We’ve been living in Monserrat’s haunted castle for days now. It’s marvelous and anything can happen there. But, I can’t be completely alone with you and I want to be.” Sylvie touched Alex’s cheek.
Alex had brought a CD player along, and they listened to De Falla’s “Love, the Sorcerer” while eating and drinking wine. The movement, “Dance of the Game of Love,” came on and Alex, with a smile of childish delight, asked Sylvie to dance. They danced together, both facing one another and also with their backs and heads touching. “This is the most exquisitely tender and erotic music I know,” Alex said. “I heard it first as a child and learned Spanish at a lightning pace, all so that I could dance with the woman I loved to this music, some twenty years in the future. I imagined her then and craved her, and in a way it was you I saw.”
“What long-term erotic planning,” Sylvie said with a smile. “Oh yes, the music is child-like, too, isn’t it? It’s one of your very long-delayed orgasms. I still don’t know how you can do that, but this music somehow tickles me and makes me tingle, pleasurably delaying the inevitable.”
When the movement was over, they silently took off their clothes and climbed up to the open-air loft on the hut’s roof. “And such a moon!” Sylvie said. They lay down and Alex began by covering Sylvie with her body and then massaging her thighs with her strong hands. Sylvie was very excited and would have liked her to continue, but she stopped Alex instead and rolled over on top of her. 
“The particular madness that I am going to inflict on you,” she said with a smile, “is that I am going to ravish you; yes, ravish you for hours as you do me! You’re really going to get it tonight! You talked with Ruth, so you must know that she has evidence that says, pruriently enough even for me, that everyone, but everyone except gay men wants to be ravished by a lovely woman! It’s the world’s best-kept secret, the foundation perhaps of all other secrets. Ruth has said this; I read nothing into it, and now I will ravish you—thoroughly and madly. Let’s see if you are really so different from me, or if you scream non-stop.” 
Sylvie made love to Alex for about two hours—orally, caressingly, tenderly, harshly, teasingly, completely, and with different parts of her body—discovering that Alex would not scream during her many orgasms. Rather, she loudly ground her teeth and muttered, yelled, bellowed, yelped, coughed, hacked and made other indescribable sounds of agony, apparently to avoid screaming. Finally Sylvie stopped and said, “Good job, soldier! Not a single scream out of you. You’ll get a promotion for that, though you sounded like a gravel-voiced beast boiling in oil most of the time. What do you have against screaming?”
Alex sighed deeply. “I don’t want to deny you anything, but I just can’t scream. It may be the essence of a woman in love, but it’s just too feminine and I can’t. This is beyond my control. I had plenty of orgasms, though.”
“Oh yes, I could feel your hot little peanut going up and down, all the while you sounded like a great warrior dying on the battlefield with baritone or bass shouts, which I’ve never heard in your speaking voice. I didn’t know that you could sound like the dying Gaul at the supreme moment.”
“Forgive me. I can’t ever scream.” 
Sylvie only smiled and tenderly kissed Alex. “It’s kind of fun that I’m not the only problematic lover around.”
“I loved it! I loved being ravished by you,” Alex said in a soft voice.
“Now you’re forgiven!” Sylvie said and kissed her passionately, then stared at her. “You’re going to be my woman, too, even if you bellow like an ox. I sort of like oxen. I just never thought I’d end up in bed with one.”
Alex smiled and changed positions with Sylvie. “I must do what I wanted to do to that woman when I was a child, listening to De Falla’s ‘Dance of the Game of Love.’”
“Another compulsion? Fascinating,” Sylvie said. “And very welcome,” she whispered. “I love fulfilling sexual fantasies, especially such an old one and so long unfulfilled. Give me your secret!” Sylvie found this very exciting and after a time, she screamed so loud that an owl swept past and screeched in response.
“Now we’re turning on the animals,” Alex said.
“I’m only showing a good example. That one was a bird of prey who wanted to make war and not love.” Sylvie then looked up at the stars and moon while loving Alex’s hands and mouth. At some point, they fell asleep in one another’s arms.
In the morning light, they washed up and then looked at one another silently. What will Alex come up with now? Sylvie thought. What on earth will Sylvie do next? Alex thought. They smiled and lay down again, looking like co-conspirators.
“What was it like for you to be ravished?” Sylvie asked.
“Loving and craving and drinking and thirsting and spilling all the water in the world and craving and loving and laughing and sleeping, then dreaming. Life, in other words. How will you ever paint it?”
“There were no images in my mind at all, though it’s implicit in all my paintings. Maybe it will just be a black circular line on a blindingly white background.”
“I’m crazy about you,” Alex said.
“I love you madly.”
“Marry me in Spain.”
“I will, but not this trip. Come live with me in Paris first.”
“I will, ecstatically, and get more work done than ever before.”
“Funny about that. Great sex is a turn-on for creative work, too.” Sylvie softly touched Alex’s genitals. “It’s getting dangerous. We’re declaring our love and making commitments again. Dangerous! Are you afraid?”
“Oh, yes! I already know you’ll want to make love at night in the Louvre or somewhere on the Eiffel Tower or in that famous cemetery.”
“The Arc de Triomphe, definitely. I want to have orgasms at night at every French patriotic monument. I am a patriot, you know.”
“That’s one the military didn’t think of.” Alex began to make love to Sylvie orally, and then hummed the entirety of “La Marseillise,” the French national anthem, pressed to her clitoris, creating a vibration. Her voice, pressing and humming, sounded like a kazoo.
Sylvie screamed, and then burst into laughter that did not end. When she could finally speak, she said, “That was a lovely sensation that I could never have imagined. You terrible brute! You’ve beaten me at my own game!”



 
IN THE EVENING, Ruth and Monserrat sat in the living room beside Idoia Ibarruri, a sociology professor and socialist councillor in the Basque country. She had arrived earlier just as Monserrat had described to Ruth, through underground Civil War tunnels and their entrances to the house. A woman was in the secret lookout tower on the roof, watching all activity on the street and another was close to the house. Idoia had the typical Basque features; she was small with short dark hair, gold earrings and a formidable nose that she was not self-conscious about. A few women were present who Monserrat had carefully screened, professors and writers, several from the Basque country. All admired Idoia’s political career and courage, and they talked very little, treating her as an honored guest and woman to be protected.
“I love it here,” Idoia said. “This is more freedom than I have anywhere else in Spain.” She smiled and brushed a few tears from her eyes.
“Is it getting any better?” Monserrat asked. “So many ETA soldiers are in jail now.”
“Ah! No, it’s actually worse. They’re all taking university correspondence courses in jail to think up new ways of killing me. I still have three offices, so they can’t assume only one place could be bombed. There are cardboard boxes all over the floor at them all; it’s a mess wherever I work. I still have two bodyguards so they can’t assume only one could be killed. I still don’t use the elevator and of course, I’m as far-sighted as ever.” There were sympathetic murmurs from the room; everyone knew ETA had tried to bomb her office, put a bomb on an elevator she regularly used, and the police had detected one plan with instructions that said read, “she’s so far-sighted that you can just go right up to her and shoot her in the head.”
“The doors of my armored car hurt my arms. I’m so furious and envious when I see how freely the nationalists live. All the socialists and conservatives have to take precautions as elaborate as mine. It just makes me so mad. At rare, rare moments, it’s actually funny. ETA has been calling me ‘socialist whore’ again. Apparently, they think that redistribution of income, which we’ve never actually supported, applies to sex, too.” She smiled through tears.
“But aren’t there some friends, too, people you’re close to?” Monserrat asked, a look of pain on her face.
Idoia looked down, even more desolate. “I’ve had both men and women as lovers, you know. I’ve never told you that, but I have. But eventually . . . they’re all frightened off by the death threats. Those bombs will kill anyone with me, too. So, I’m alone with my bodyguards, paid employees. That’s cold comfort.”
“What do you take strength from?” Ruth asked.
“It all goes very deep; it’s in the bone. There are nothing but militants and trade unionists on both sides of the family. La Pasionaria was a cousin of my parents, and she once lived in our basement during the Civil War. There are very powerful women on both sides of the conflict. You know how violent La Tigresa is, and they say Riano has killed twenty-three people. We are very strong women, matriarchal according to the legends.”
The women felt the need to distract Idoia from her suffering. Suddenly, one was playing the txistu, a Basque flute, and another responded with a small drum. Idoia smiled and relaxed, sinking deeper into the sofa. “Thank you!” she said. “How I love this house! There’s a bit of the Basque country in such a cosmopolitan atmosphere. I take strength from you, too.” She reached over and squeezed the hands of the two musicians. 
All the women rose spontaneously and squeezed her hands. “We’re not afraid to be with you, ever,” one woman said.
“You’ll be safe with us,” said another.
Idoia smiled through tears, and her mood instantly changed. “This won’t go on forever,” she said with sudden determination. “It will be resolved, somehow, and I can live again. Another thing happened that was funny in a terrible way,” she said. “ETA tried to bomb me when I spoke at the new museum, the Guggenheim, in Bilboa. They were trying to lift the bomb into a forty-three-foot tall sculpture of a puppy by Jeff Koons. The police found out, and a policeman fired his gun at them and got killed; that part was awful. We saw him die. But, it was intended for me, and I wondered what on earth they would have said in my obituary.”
“Death by exploding puppy?” offered one of the writers with an appalled look on her face, and everyone laughed. Idoia smiled and looked relaxed. “Tell us the story of your mother,” said the same writer.
Curiosity shone in Idoia’s eyes. “Whatever for?”
“We’ve recently discovered that this part of our lives is very important.”
“They’ve been telling the stories of their mothers for the last few evenings here,” Monserrat said. “It has been a revelation.”
Idoia relaxed again and sank further back in the sofa. Now she looked like any other woman at Monserrat’s. “Well . . . we lived in a very old caserio, a wide, three-story stone house with a sloping roof. It was the kind of house you see most often in the Basque country. The people used one floor for livestock, one for grain, and the last for the family’s living space. We weren’t farmers, so we lived everywhere in it and had a lot of space. We were leftist political activists, but my father worked as a police sergeant.
“One day, a bomb intended for him killed three officers under him. During the funeral, when he looked at them in their coffins, the sight of those young men was so painful that he shot himself in the head right there. I saw it and I was only ten years old. My mother never stopped grieving over his death; it was so shocking! Grief over the violence of the nationalists threw a wall between our family and the whole world after that; it seemed like a black curtain to me. After that, my mother used one floor of our house as a bar, and it seemed like she was always there. She had terrible insomnia. She died in her sleep when she was eighty-three. Toward the end, her face was as hard and lined as a nut. They call that the fever of sadness in the Basque country.
“Yet there was strength and peace in our lives, too; it was not all bad. My mother believed our Basque superstitions, even though she considered herself a Catholic and a socialist. She believed in Mari, the highest of our gods, who was a mother, and that our mountains were alive and had spirits. Two mountain chains, the Pyrenees and the Cordilleras, meet in the Basque country, so there are plenty of mountain caves, and Mari was said to live there. You wondered what gives a person the strength to go on. I think it might have been the presence of the spirits to my mother. She did live a long life, and she believed that there were other worlds besides this sad one.
“I remember watching one of our parades protesting ETA with my mother. It was full of our folklore. There were Joaldunak dancers in their sheepskins, cowbells and conical hats with ribbons on them. There were pipes and drums like the ones we listened to here and dancing girls in our native dress of red skirts and white blouses carrying long hoops covered with ribbons. I saw it with my mother, and we were happy that day. Time suddenly seemed to expand endlessly into the past and future, and we felt that it had been good to be Basque and it would be again.
“Yes, one day it will be a lovely land again, and I will be free of these sorrows. I will look back on them, and perhaps they will seem like a short time, a bad dream, a hot afternoon. Until then, I will do my work, which I love, and sometimes there will be a respite like coming here, to your wonderful house, Monserrat.” Monserrat and Ruth took her two hands and squeezed them. The other women did so, too, and there were no tears in Idoia’s eyes. All the women looked at one another, some with tears and some defiant, which made their eyes shine. For a moment, you could not tell them apart.



 
SYLVIE AND ALEX, Ruth and Monserrat, planned on going to the Gay Pride Day parade together, then have dinner and wine in the city. Monserrat and Alex knew that Barcelona became even more colorful, creative, and festive on this day, as though the buildings and the Mediterranean came alive and joined the city’s residents to carouse and dance. They were proud to show this phenomenon to their lovers, who had never seen it. Sylvie was awake earliest, as usual, down in the painting room adding the last touches to her painting of the old woman in front of her fiery forge. Monserrat was next to awaken, as usual, and she knew exactly where Sylvie would be.
When Monserrat entered the painting room, Sylvie instantly heard her and turned around in surprise. This would never have happened if she were not giving the last polish to the painting; she would otherwise have been oblivious. Monserrat came to her with a smile of delight. Sylvie did not embrace her, and Monserrat knew better than to embrace Sylvie. Rather, Monserrat only looked at Sylvie for a few moments. The early morning light and stimulation of her work made Sylvie’s beauty even more colorful, luminous and overpowering. What a superlative pagan beauty she is, Monserrat thought, Aphrodite rising from Barcelona’s waves. No wonder they all go crazy over her. She has the breath-taking perfection of a wild animal in movement. I will paint her, though it must be from memory. She would never pose or sit still for me. Was I ever like this? They said so, though I was reluctant to hold the mirror up myself and hated even more to be photographed. Sylvie began to smile. It was the smile she always gave to a co-conspirator. What game is this, she wondered. She’s the only one who can’t fall in love with me.
Monserrat invited Sylvie to have coffee with her, and the two sat together in the living room. This is like a lioness trying to make small talk with a tigress, Monserrat thought, but I must get it over with! Later, we will laugh and love one another. Laughter is our brief respite from the animal in us. Monserrat then explained the existence and purpose of the feminist press and that she wanted to publish a book filled entirely with Sylvie’s paintings of Spain and a brief text, to be entitled, The Other Spain. Sylvie instantly metamorphosed into a child and whooped, cheered, covered Monserrat with kisses, embraced her again and again, and nearly made love to her on the sofa. So, the tigress shall lick the lioness like a kitten, violating all laws of nature, Monserrat thought. But, I expected it. Then they laughed and laughed, caressing one another and embracing and kissed several times. Now we will be good friends that always embrace and kiss, probably lifelong, Monserrat thought. She had another daughter, which delighted them both. At last, I’m so relieved, she thought. It is unbearable to be hated by your own kitten. What pain her mother must have felt!
When Sylvie was alone again, she smiled and thought, well, I’m doing two books and my lovers are only doing one apiece. That should impress them, and I’m sure they both think I’m the most decadent woman they’ve ever found irresistible! With one elegant line and one rough daub of color, the painting was complete, and she could go upstairs and tell Alex. Alex and Ruth both enjoyed the very long, sound sleep of the sagacious who often laugh.
Upstairs, Alex was surprised out of the remnants of sleep to see Sylvie dressed and watching her with a look of intense love. They had returned from the Basque country late the night before, and Alex only remembered her last troubling thoughts before falling asleep. Still clouded with sleep, she asked, “Did Ruth tell you all that stuff about bonobos and everyone wanting to be ravished by a woman just before she seduced you?” Alex looked like a leggy fawn with sprigs of dark, loamy forest floor sticking out from her head.
Sylvie laughed uproariously. “Oh, heavens, no! That’s exactly what a man would be idiotic enough to think. Ruth never seduced me at all. I definitely seduced her! I had it in my mind at least a year before it even entered her spotlessly noble mind. She could not, truly not believe that a woman my age would want her.”
Alex smiled. “You are the ultimate polymorphous perverse: she should have known better!” Alex was rapidly waking up and her eyes were now bright and looked slightly hunted.
“Like many women, she can believe the worst of anyone but the one she loves.”
“She loved you all that time, years?”
“Oh yes, she loved me on sight—romantic, ridiculous, instantaneous, comme un monstre sacré.”
“Did you love her like that, too?”
“Oh-god, yes! One sacred beast adores another. How naïve you are, for such a brilliant mind. But, I’ll put up with you. In fact, I’ll give you the finest unsentimental education.”
“Did you love me like that at first?”
“No, actually, not until I thought you were a sex maniac. That, of course, was irresistible.”
“You think that of me?”
“No, but I’d been in bed with you for hours and hours before I thought otherwise. Then, I knew you were a sacred beast for other reasons.”
“Some day, I will ask what those reasons are. At the moment, I’m horrified and think I’ve heard enough about this.”
“I love that, too. I must keep a few secrets from you!”
This conversation seems as erotic to her as being undressed by her lover, Alex thought. What a secret that is! Is there any human dignity left after all the secrets are told?
“Oh and by the way, Monserrat is publishing all my paintings of Spain in a book entitled The Other Spain. She thinks I’m a budding genius! What do you think of that, my love?”
Alex smiled in pleasure and peace. “Congratulations! That’s great news. We must thoroughly celebrate, even beyond gay pride.” She closed her eyes in relief, which surprised Sylvie. The human race has been left with its dignity, she thought. There’s still art and work.
She’s smiling, almost going back to sleep, Sylvie thought. Was I too rough on her again? How mysterious she still is to me!
It was the mystery of genius, Alex thought. They are a bit perverse.



 
THE FOUR WOMEN were together, watching the parade as it thundered past them: obscene gigantes; revolving genitals and animals; outrageous angels and hairy, mincing devils in lacey drapes; flowers blooming from religious icons; musical instruments with noses and tails; chimera all; forms of life more devious than deviant; delicate falsehoods followed by crashing truths; careening, brimming, there, life—for what else could it be?—unimaginable until that very moment; the essence of humanity; the strength; the curse; the love; the sex; the farrago polymorphous-perverse; now dancing; now rolling on skates; now strutting, then cheering; one mutable multifarious profanity.
Bonobo Day USA, Ruth thought. Then she was taken by a wave of repressed feeling. It’s still unfinished, she thought. Have I been holding onto her without knowing? It was a moment of pure clarity, peace in the midst of laughter and pride. She stared and stared at the queen of the festivity, the overwhelming beauty, the only one to whom this beast will bow its tangled mane. The goddess. Sylvie looked proud and that, too, made her more beautiful. Have I been holding her, too? Ruth wondered. Have I? Leave me, Sylvie! Leave me now when the world is so full of light, so full of dreams and creation and peace and what is best in us. Leave me when I love everything as much as I love you. Leave me now. It is only right for you. Now, in the midst of the color and art and beasty wonder of it and all that I love as I love you. My folly is clear: I could not separate you from the beauty of the world, after all. You became my goddess, and you must leave, for I am all-too-mortal. Sylvie suddenly looked directly at Ruth, seeing the serious and pained look on her face. 
How can you grieve even now? Sylvie thought in shock and anger. How dare you?
Ruth pressed her hands together as though in prayer and lowered her head over them, both bending toward Sylvie. Sylvie had seen the gesture before from a Buddhist and knew that it meant I worship you. Then, Ruth slowly raised her head and opened her hands until they gestured toward the all-encompassing festivity, life, the future.
I worship you and I release you, Sylvie thought. That’s what she said. How like her. How very like her to end it like that. If an animal passed her by in one of her wildernesses, stopped and looked at her; she would love it so easily, as easily as she loved me. And, that is how she would say goodbye. How many times, to how many women, to how many other creatures, has she said this? I worship you and I release you. Now I know how I will remember her as a lover: the most romantic. They both felt a tug in their hearts. Sylvie took Alex by the arm and said, “Take me to Ibiza! Make love to me in the surf.”
“You want to leave them? The city?”
“We can have fun in a few other places first, if you like. But, let’s get lost.” She smiled her invitation.
“OK, we’ll get lost together. Will they mind?”
“Oh, no. They want to get lost together, too.”
“On to Ibiza! After some very serious carousing, drinking and loving, of course.”
“Of course!”
They walked away from Ruth and Monserrat without a care, arm in arm. They were very young, and they could still leave a life behind them that easily.



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were alone together in the living room, having coffee after a day and night of celebration. It was late and they felt very calm and content. “After all that outrageous noise and pleasure, it’s strange that peace follows so readily. It always surprises me,” Monserrat said.
“I know. It follows by a twisting animal logic that I’ve studied all my life, yet it still surprises me, too.”
“When did they leave us?”
“In the middle, in the midst, in medias res, where everything happens, where the real life is lived,” Ruth said and kissed Monserrat.
“And now, we’re in the middle of it all, alone. What a luxury in a house like this! I love it. We can make love on this sofa if we want to.”
“Shall we? Or is it too great a luxury?”
“How curious. I’m one of the richest women in Spain, one of the happiest, yet I live in a giant house where I can’t even . . .” She blushed and her voice trailed off.
“Get laid on your own living room sofa?”
“Yes! I of all people should be free to command it.”
“Command me. I’ll do it.” They kissed and began to touch one another. 
“I’ve wanted it all day. How can you think of anything else on such a day?”
“Me, too. It was the elephant in the room and there wasn’t supposed to be a room.” Ruth began to take Monserrat’s blouse off.
“Ah, slowly, my love,” Monserrat whispered and Ruth smiled, kissing the skin beneath the cloth.
At that moment, Monserrat’s cell phone rang. “Ignore it,” Ruth said, and then she felt Monserrat’s muscles tense. 
The music from the cell phone played on and on. “Oh, no . . .” Monserrat whispered.
Something has happened, Ruth thought. Oh, not now . . .
“Hello?” Monserrat answered and was silent for a long time, listening carefully. Her face registered shock. “Oh-god, oh-god,” she whispered. She looked up to Ruth. “It’s Pilar!”
Oh, not now, Ruth thought. Someone is dead or in jail or gone crazy.
Monserrat completely focused on what was being said and slowly began to ask questions. “How many? . . . Eighteen!”
Eighteen dead or in jail or gone crazy, Ruth thought.
“Are you sure you haven’t been followed?” Monserrat continued. “Yes, come here! Bring them all here! Don’t wait a moment. Come through the Civil War entrances. Call Tamara now; she’s here and can tell you exactly where they are and then open the doors. Make sure that no one has followed you. If you have the slightest suspicion, take another spin through the city. The whole city has been partying. This is the night to confuse anyone! Then come here immediately.” (There was a pause). “Assault rifles? You have weapons then . . . Yes, we have revolvers and rifles in the attic. They’re old, but we can get them working. There are plenty of bullets, too, and communications equipment.” (Another pause). “We can protect all of you here. Don’t talk more. You don’t know what technology can do to trace you. Just come, bring all eighteen of them!”
Ruth stood up. “What terrorist group is attacking this house, who are we defending, and how long do we have before the first volley of bullets lands?”
Monserrat laughed, but cut it short. “I know that’s what it sounds like, but that’s more or less what it is. We might be attacked by the international Mafia, and we are protecting Pilar, Libre and eighteen Eastern European sex slaves.”
“What!” Ruth shouted. “That is happening, in our house! And we’re looking for rifles and revolvers on Gay Pride Day? This is a movie plot!”
“Movies don’t show women protecting other women; otherwise yes, it’s a movie. Pilar only explained a bit of it. I thought it was more important to get them here rather than know all the particulars. Pilar still knows a lot of gypsies, and she heard a description of a brothel on the Costa del Sol run by the international Mafia using Eastern European prostitutes. The coast is full of them. My building contractors hear about them all the time. You probably saw one when you drove up the coast—an isolated house with a lot of cars parked outside and a gaudy neon sign. She said only one young man defended it for two hours in late afternoon, a pampered son of a wealthy crime boss. He had nothing more than a handgun and it was in the office. She was sure of this information; it came from a gypsy she trusted. Pilar got weapons from the gypsies, too; they have contacts all over the criminal underground. So, she and Libre took two assault rifles into the place and liberated all eighteen women who were working there against their will. They got their passports, took the money out of the safe, and grabbed all the computers, so they may have records of Mafia criminal activity in Spain and even other parts of Europe. Libre filmed everything, the location, the women in their cells, a cache of drugs, license plates of all the cars and finally the two of them in disguise threatening to give it to the police and Interpol and then release it all on Youtube if there was any attempt at reprisal. They drugged the young man unconscious, tied and taped him to the safe and left a DVD of the whole film taped to his face. Then they left with the women in two vans. This all happened this afternoon. They drove up the coast so they’ll be here, in our living room, soon. It’s actually quite a good plan on Pilar’s part. Who will ever know who they are and where they’re coming? So, we may never need any weapons. We just thought it would be a good idea to have some on hand in case this situation proves to be more complex.”
“Pilar did this as a Gay Pride Day stunt?” Ruth asked, still astonished.
Monserrat laughed, but again cut it short. “Apparently. But, she said she’s been planning this for some time. The brothel’s business is at night, so it was otherwise empty in the afternoon. She got herself and them in and out at the perfect moment.”
“Perfect!” Ruth said in wonder. 
“They’ll stay here tonight and we’ll work out a plan to get them back to their countries. We won’t tell the police or anyone else. If the international Mafia was holding them, we must do everything on our own. The police can be brought off easily enough in Spain, and any other business or organization, for that matter.”
Ruth was silent but only for a moment. “So, let’s find those revolvers and rifles!”
They were up in the attic for more than an hour. Only when they found the revolvers and rifles did they relax. “A German luger!” Ruth exclaimed. “This brings back my fondest memories of the Holocaust.” They fell into one another’s arms and laughed long and hard. “This is Life, eh?” Ruth finally said. “Raw enough for Pilar!”
“You never think that you’re growing old in this house, that things are passing you by.”
“No!”
“But it’s happening with you!”
Ruth kissed Monserrat and said, “There’s no one I’d rather defend a castle against the Mafia with, no one I‘d rather protect sex slaves with!”
“That’s the spirit!” They laughed long and hard again. They could hardly stop laughing.
“When this is over, we’re going to have the most magnificent sex of our lives!” Ruth said.
“Oh, yes! That’s just what we’ll do!” Monserrat began loading one of the rifles.
“Do you know how to shoot?”
“Yes, Spain was a dangerous place for a long time after the Civil War. My father taught me when I was young. I was a pretty good shot, though I never wanted to kill anything.”
“I carried a handgun when I camped alone in Patagonia. I never wanted to kill, either.”
“If we have any time, later, these guns should be oiled.”
Loud noises suddenly came from the living room. “They’ve come! Let’s bring some guns down but put them into another room. We don’t want to frighten those women!”
When Ruth and Monserrat entered the living room, they were met by what appeared to be an alternate universe: a large group of Eastern European women wearing togas made roughly from bedspreads and drapes were coming out of the tunnels, led by two women in war paint with assault rifles. It’s a reverse Alice in Wonderland, Ruth thought, with all the marvels coming out, rather than going down, the rabbit hole. Pilar and Libre had not worn masks to disguise themselves. They had painted their faces, necks, breasts and arms in bright shades of red, orange, yellow, purple, green and blue in abstract shapes with black lines around each mass of color. Libre had shaved her Mohawk off and colored her head as well, and Pilar had moussed her hair into multi-colored radiating points. The effect was thrilling and horrifying while it completely disguised their features.
Monserrat took one look, drew a deep breath and said, “Everyone please sit down. Does any one of these women speak Spanish fluently?” One woman came forward with a smile. “Please translate for me,” Monserrat said to her. “I want you all to know that you are now in a feminist house. We are going to see to your needs and arrange your return to your countries, perhaps as early as tomorrow. You will stay here comfortably until then. We have your passports back, and we will devise a plan to return you successfully to your homes. I hope you know that you are now safe, however strange the situation might appear to you.”
The translator smiled broadly and raised a fist. She translated and then the other women smiled, cheered and raised their fists. “We assumed as much,” the Spanish speaker said, “since you sent your most fearsome aborigine warriors to rescue us. And what warriors they were! The man-dog in that house of corruption will be terrified for the rest of his rotten criminal life!” The women cheered again and Pilar and Libre, through their war paint, smiled and glistened like colorful exotic beasts coming out of a rainforest, caught suddenly in the first rays of unfettered sunlight.
Monserrat then began arrangements for their dinner, showers, rooms and other immediate needs. Tamara had called two other women who often worked in Monserrat’s house. They were discussing how to get eighteen T-shirts, pairs of underwear, and shorts quickly for the women’s return. Ruth, after greeting the women, worked in another room, oiling, cleaning and loading the revolvers and rifles. This was finished quickly, and she then came back into the living room and stared at the scene in fascination. It’s as though the world is creating a new species, all the while a mass extinction is going on, Ruth thought. 
Tamara came to Monserrat and announced in dismay, “Another dozen or so women are now coming through the Civil War entrances!”
Monserrat looked at her in astonishment. “Who can that be? Another liberation?”
“Another stage of the revolution. I called Alex, too,” Pilar said with a grin. “She has such a good head for technology and any kind of planning. She was incredibly excited and said she would bring some professors of Eastern European languages, two medical doctors in case any of the women is sick or has become addicted, and some cinematographers. She wants to expand on the film. But look, it’s still Gay Pride Day and the night is young!” In fact, it was nearly two am, but everyone was too excited for fatigue. Pilar’s eyes and floridly colored face glowed even more in the room’s soft golden light, like a force that must always resist restraint. She and Libre clearly would not remove their war paint until dawn. They continued standing like totemic animal spirits protecting the house. 
Alex was suddenly in the room, breathless with excitement. She shouted in laughter when she saw the faces of Pilar and Libre. “Oh, great! That’s just great!” she said. She hugged them both. “What a thing to have done!” Very quickly, there were many new women’s faces in the room, radiant with intelligence and fascination. This may be the greatest night of all in Monserrat’s house, several of them thought. Sylvie was the last to enter. She was very excited, and her eyes traveled rapidly over the room, then rested on the faces of Pilar and Libre with passionate hunger. The painting has begun, Ruth thought; she looks as wild and primitive as our warriors. We have three aborigines here! Sylvie’s painting of Pilar’s face should be the cover of her book.
After some cheers and war whoops, several groups separated into their administrative functions. Alex and the cinematographers came to Pilar and Libre; the professors began speaking to the women; the medical doctors began examining the women one-by-one and listening to the professors’ translations; Monserrat and Tamara continued to plan for and meet the women’s immediate needs. Every face in the room was radiant. At that moment, you would never know that it was all based on a terrible criminal violation of women, Ruth thought. Whatever trauma and fear the women might feel is beginning to heal in this atmosphere and probably would not in any other.
Alex began interviewing Pilar and Libre immediately. Libre said a few words and quickly left, since she had, given the wildness of their appearances, taken the group almost directly to the house and needed to park the vans in another part of the city. Alex instantly formulated her plan. “I want to begin shooting you, Pilar, describing what you did and integrating your footage of it. Then, we’ll have the women tell their stories one-by-one, after the doctor has seen them, and we’ll do translations into other languages. The professors will help with that and I’ll pitch in, too. The film should close with a plea to governments worldwide to make a much stronger effort to combat human trafficking. I’ll do that with you. Spain has been ridiculously negligent and the U.S. puts far more effort into restricting illegal drugs, which is not as great a human tragedy, in my opinion. We can just say it straight out. Hey, Europe, here’s your dirty secret: abuse of women and children. We admire Europe’s culture, history and art; but, scratch the surface, and it’s this, it’s this, this! It’s what you’re seeing here!” Then Alex and the cinematographers began to fill their screens with a truly unique human face, and Pilar began to speak.
“This brothel was extremely visible, you’d have to say. It was lit up by so many gaudy neon colors, it made me think of a Gay Pride Day flag. The land area was as big as an industrial park, and the building itself was like some awful kitsch chateau. On the inside walls were pornographic paintings, and it had some cute extra features, like a special room where disabled men in wheel chairs could be put in a strap and raised up to fuck some woman, who I assume had better not laugh. I first heard about this place from another gypsy. He said the international Mafia ran it with eighteen Eastern European women forced into prostitution. He’d been there a few times and looked around, saw the barred rooms they kept the women in, knew when there were the fewest thugs defending the premises. I watched the place from the parking lot for two days, so I knew the traffic in and out myself. My lover, Libre and I, bought assault rifles from some men the gypsies know if you know who to ask, so I decided to liberate the place on Gay Pride Day. I’m proud to be gay, to be woman and even to be a gypsy. I came from good people. My mother was a great tocaor in Spain, and my father was a writer. I’m even more proud to have liberated this piece-of-shit brothel held by the international Mafia that you can more truthfully just call the global cesspool. 
“You, women who see me now, it was a whole lot easier than you’d ever think! There was a two-hour period in the afternoon when only the big crime boss’ son was there, and he had just a handgun. The real thugs come in later in the day, since they have to stay all night, when the customers, scum at the bottom of a urinal, are there. So, I had nothing more than this slick little pig to deal with. Oh, he was a lovely little thing; he had the most expensive black leather jacket I’ve ever seen, a hairdo as primped and styled as a TV news anchor’s, a smirk on his face and a tough-guy swagger. He was the boss’ son, the head of some little shit Spanish division of the Mafia. As soon as I looked that little pig in the eye, I knew he was an abject coward who would give me anything I asked for to save his useless ass. And so, he did—the women, the computers, the money in the safe, the women’s passports, everything. I didn’t want the money. It’s covered with shit like the men who paid it out. I tossed it all over his wretched body. When his ‘friends’ find him, I bet they take the money, and he doesn’t get anything back!
“I filmed it all, so I’ve got proof of the location, two previous night’s worth of license plates on the scum that go there and the plates on even a few police cars, ‘officers’ who go there to unload their shit like the rest. When I was done, I hexed the place, another thing I learned as a gypsy. So, if you’re looking at me, maybe you think you’re seeing an Indian from some tribe in South America. No, I’m just a gypsy who grew up in Las Tres Mil Viviendas, and that means I grew up mad as hell. And, if you’re looking at me, it also means that this film will be all over the Internet and all over the world, that you’ll be hearing from the women we took out of that Spanish toilet, that all the stuff in the Mafia’s computers has also been released on the Internet—given to the CIA and Interpol first, since I don’t trust my own country with it—and that we’ve returned the women to their countries safely. You know what else you’re going to see? The crime boss’ son, who was such a coward and who I left chained and taped to his own overgrown safe . . . well, I filmed his naked ass for you, so you can also see just what he gave up papa’s ‘business empire’ to protect! It’s all coming up, friends, keep watching!”
Pilar was silent and looked up at Alex, who was awed and forgot to say ‘cut.’ “Wow, Pilar. That’s good—no, it’s great! Now we’ll cut to the women. There are a few the doctor is done with.” She was silent and had clearly been overwhelmed by the implications of what they were doing. Then she looked up and said, “You bloody Indian, are you going to write about it? I hope you are, you bloody Indian, because if you won’t, I will!” They both started laughing and could hardly stop. Pilar’s eyes were tearing over and some of her war paint was coming off. Then, they hugged one another and snapped back to attention on the film. However ancient Pilar’s war paint might be, they both knew they were being summoned by the future. Sylvie was transfixed, as was Ruth, and any other woman watching the event that was unfolding.
After several hours, the different working groups had results to show. They had determined that the women came from only three countries—Romania, Serbia, and Poland—and only one woman was an addict. They decided to keep her behind for treatment by one of the doctors and begin moving the other women after a single night’s sleep. After considering the possibilities, like putting the women in their country’s embassies or on air flights or trains, the group concluded that it was not safe for their names to appear in any databases. The most likely reprisal from the Mafia would be, given the degree to which corruption and bribery are embedded in Spanish culture, to pay off the police, the transportation lines, and any corporation or organization that might be called upon to assist or transport the women. The Mafia could then keep the women in the country, take them hostage again and, through coercion, find out the whereabouts of Pilar, Libre, the computers, and the film. The professors volunteered to drive the women to their homes, entering France as quickly as possible. They would claim that the women, who looked very young, were vacationing and considering work/study opportunities in Spain. There was hardly any close surveillance at the highway borders, little use of computers, and very likely great respect for the professors, who would never be suspected of transporting prostitutes. Five professors in five cars would start ferrying the women that afternoon, after everyone had a night’s sleep. Pilar and Libre would live in Monserrat’s house for an indefinite stay and always enter and leave through the Civil War entrances. The group was satisfied with this plan.
The groups of women, working together, advanced quickly on this course of action. At four am Alex was exclaiming over the contents of the Mafia’s computers. By six am, she was running off CDs of the computers’ contents as well as copies of the rough film, which would be distributed to several women besides her for safekeeping and released over Youtube if anything happened to Pilar, Libre, or the prostitutes. Everyone present was sworn to silence concerning what had happened at Monserrat’s house that night.
Alex then broached the subject she had been avoiding all night. “Pilar,” she said, “What you’ve done is really great and its importance goes way beyond the plans we’ve made tonight. I strongly urge you, in fact I beg you, to release the film on Youtube now, as well as getting the computer data out to the CIA and Interpol immediately, with Internet distribution later. We should not wait until something terrible happens to you. There’s no way I can exaggerate the importance of this film and the effect of directly releasing it to the whole world on the Internet. Anything could happen! It could bring down the government. It could strike a blow against human trafficking that’s unimaginable. You’d be the most famous woman in Spain. You could change the way gypsies are seen in one act. Hell, you might end up as Prime Minister of Spain! Please, please, don’t wait to release it. Do it now! You’ve done the hard part with your unimaginable courage. There’s no one else who would ever have thought of this. It’s so much more than a Gay Pride Day stunt. It’s . . . as close to human greatness as we get. Now, let go of it.”
Pilar was silent for a long time, thinking. She looks like that bull coming out of the water in Doñana, Sylvie thought. The room was perfectly silent. “Alex speaks for us all,” said one of the professors. “You should give this to the whole world now. It’s badly needed, and it’s much too important to hide away,”
At last Pilar spoke. “There is something you don’t know about your Pilar, something you would never suspect. Actually, I am not an exhibitionist. I never was, however I’ve seemed when I come here. I’m happy when I come here, so I say a lot. But, I am a more private person than you know. Really, I treasure my privacy. I would hate to be the most famous woman in Spain, I’m oblivious to money, and I hate status seeking even more. You, Alex, poor Alex! You want to be the most famous woman in Spain. It’s a crazy thing for an American woman to want but then, you come from that crazy country where everyone is an exhibitionist and violent on top of it. No, I did this just for the purpose I gave you, no more. I’m sorry to disappoint you. You can’t release the film now.”
“I can only hope you will reconsider, that you are only tired now, Pilar. God, we’re all so tired! We’ve been up all night making history, and now you won’t let it happen.”
“You’re already asleep and dreaming. I won’t change my mind. But, I see that you’ll ask me again, and it will not annoy me because I have great respect for you. It’s too bad you can’t be the most famous woman in Spain. You’d be a lot better than those beauty contest cows. It’s too bad you can’t be the most famous woman in the world or the prime minister or the emperor, for that matter. You’d do a better job than the usual idiot who seizes the day.”
Alex sighed deeply and let her head rest on her arms. She looked and sounded like a man who had done a very hard day’s work and then realized it had come to nothing. After a time, she raised her head and said, “OK, everyone. You heard Pilar. No one ever knows anything about this unless the Mafia hurts someone. This belongs exclusively to Pilar. It was her nerve and her . . . genius that made this happen. No one here would ever have had the nerve to do it. If you’re afraid you might get trigger-happy and release the film, give your CD right back to her. And let me be the first to give it back. I wish I was safe to hold it, but I’m not. I’ve done nothing all night but think that I could ultimately get Pilar to release it.” Alex handed the CD to Pilar.
Monserrat quickly said, “Pilar, the film is safe here with me. I understand your feelings, and I respect them. I won’t release it.”
At six-thirty am, they were all eating breakfast at Monserrat’s and feeling proud of a complex job well done, whatever happened to the film. So ends the most amazing night of my life, Alex thought. They are all safe, Monserrat thought. So many images, so many truths like harsh lights, torrents of brilliant red and black color, Sylvie thought. What a menagerie! Ruth thought. 
After breakfast, Ruth decided to approach Sylvie and assure herself that Sylvie would still regard her as a friend and feel welcome in the house. “Quite a trip to Spain!” she began.
“Oh yes,” Sylvie said. “Let me count the ways. First we’re artist and scientist, working hard . . .”
“Then we turn into gypsies, then authors . . .”
“Meet our marriage mates and then, this . . . this . . .
“Revolution! We become revolutionaries. That, too. We’ve done it all.”
“All that’s imaginable, for sure, except we left something out, you know.”
“What on earth is that?”
“We completely missed out on being tourists!”
“Oh, that, yes. We left out every dull moment.” They laughed and finally hugged one another. “Monserrat has told me wonderful things about your painting, great things!” Ruth said. “If you’re feeling especially creative here, you must feel completely free to stay on as long as you wish. She wants your best book out of you, and I know you will give her that with long hours, hard work, and unimaginable inspiration.”
“That’s good to hear. Yes, this house has proved to be quite a stimulant. I’ve had the time of my life.”
“Me, too. Ah, they’ve just brought in fresh hot bread. Let’s have more to eat. That was one long, satisfying Gay Pride Day.”
They smiled. The hypothetical hotel of one year in the future has lit its “No Vacancy” sign, Ruth thought. We’re all going home. 



 
RUTH AND MONSERRAT were sitting outside the southern cave at Teruel in which the first human being was represented in Spanish Neolithic cave art as a woman climbing a tree. They had also been to the cave that held the matriarchal Neolithic painting Monserrat had described to Ruth, the image of a woman standing in a circle of men. It had been very difficult navigating the two caves, but they had now seen the paintings first hand, glowing in primitive but sacred lines under a flashlight that seemed an aberration if not an obscenity. They had been silent in reverence, for never before had they actually seen the women who were arguably the most important human images to be drawn in Spain, the first, at least to date. They closed their eyes briefly before the sacred, overwhelmed. In different words, they both thought yes, I know You. I have always known that You were somewhere in the world, hidden away, perhaps the earliest secret of all. She showed them their lives as secrets, signs, and messages to be divined, divulged, present before them. Now they were gratefully breathing fresh air again, outside, back in the profane world, with only moments—ambiguous, conflicting, and precious—in which the sacred returned in a shaft of light, a pool of color, two bright eyes, an animal’s graceful, instantaneous movement, an image, a truth glimmering in the world, quickly gone but beyond doubt.
Nearly three weeks had passed since that night . . . of what? Monserrat wondered . . . of a revolution that was not to be. As soon as the last former prostitute had returned safely to her home and Pilar and Libre were living incognito in the house, Ruth and Monserrat left for Cadaqués and spent all their time there, working, swimming and loving, a life more natural to them than they any had ever known, until the last two days, when the time seemed right for a brief trip to the cave. Suddenly, Monserrat felt bemused at all that had happened, so unexpected and yet inevitable. “I wonder whether the first woman is climbing up the tree or down?” she asked.
Ruth smiled. “Which do you prefer? It can be no more than that at this point.”
“There goes objective reality, but I won’t miss it. Well . . . I like the idea of her going back up the tree to some kind of shelter and her real life. From what you’ve told me about the bonobo life in the trees—matriarchy, bisexuality, non-violence and relative equality—it appeals to me far more than the chimp life of patriarchy, violence and hierarchy on the ground that leads to the future. I want to think of her going back up there and staying.”
“I can see that preference. In a way, I love it. But, I’m more inclined to bring her closer, unknown as she is. So, I want her climbing down. Ultimately, she climbs for Thee, as they say.”
Monserrat smiled. “Except Donne didn’t quite say it like that. Would you like a glass of wine, here, in her honor?”
“Yes, that does seem right, but let’s drink water first. It was so uncomfortable in that cave.” In fact, it was an ancient chaos of night, grit and humid cold, Ruth thought, and I had to immerse myself and breathe it in. That was the price of admission to Her company.
“Let’s have water, then wine. The wine is appropriately spiritual.” Just then, Monserrat’s cell phone rang.
Ruth hung her head in aggravation. “Don’t answer, though I’m afraid to say even that since it’s what I said last time, and then you couldn’t get laid on your own living room sofa ever again.”
“The whole world intervened. But, this is one I must take. I feel it again.”
Oh no, Ruth thought. Please, not death, jail or insanity—or even revolution on a day like this, when we found Her at last.
Monserrat listened carefully for a long time. Intense emotion passed over her face, but it was not fear or dismay. “Oh-god, really,” she whispered from time to time, then at last softly, “all that?”
Oh, the suspense this woman’s life generates! Ruth thought. No one is being attacked, but something unimaginable is happening again. Conflagration follows this woman around! But, I love her and will always want to be swept up in it with her. And why was that? Because there are no limits. I will never know the end, and so the adventure continues! Monserrat smiled and said her good-byes, and then she was silent and pensive.
“No!” Ruth said. “No reverential silences! What on earth has happened?”
“That was Tamara. Before Alex and Sylvie left for Paris, Alex apparently talked Pilar into releasing the film on the Internet. They spent a day polishing and editing it and adding more translations. It’s now the most popular Youtube hit ever, translated into seventy languages and more coming, causing a worldwide sensation. There is talk of governments going down in Spain and several other countries. The Mafia data is on Wikileaks. Pilar is the most famous woman in Spain, and everyone is looking for her. Women have been painting their faces and arms and going out to protest human trafficking in the streets. Painted men have joined them, too, in major cities all over the world, San Francisco to Sri Lanka. Alex has been negotiating international book contracts for the both of them, and huge sums of money are being offered for movie rights. An American actress, Angelina Jolie, has expressed interest in playing the part of Pilar . . .”
Ruth suddenly exploded with laughter. She had been agape in wonder before that. Then they both couldn’t stop laughing. They hugged one another and laughed, tried to discuss it and continued laughing, began to feel exhausted but not enough to stop laughing, then kissed passionately and that stopped their laughter. They nearly made love outside the cave, then found it too uncomfortable and decided to drink wine instead. “Let’s climb down from this cave and drink below while watching the sunset,” Ruth said. “The road is close and the hotel not far off. We’ve sprinted over the whole history of civilization today.”
“We have indeed. We need to assimilate.”
When they reached the bottom and were opening the bottle of wine, Ruth said, “You know, we now have an answer to your question about whether the first woman is climbing up or down the tree.”
“How so? Which is it?”
“She’s coming down. Fast!”



 
ALEX WAS SILENTLY thinking beside Sylvie in bed. They had made love and it was very late in Paris. She was trying to assimilate the preposterous events that had occurred—fame, book contracts and movie rights for more money than she thought she would ever earn, and an incendiary worldwide women’s movement. The whole world was looking for Pilar and, not finding her, trying to track Alex down in Paris. Yet Alex could only think, what more is possible? You must return, after all, to your self. It was a great ride, she thought, but we’re still back to Yeats’ old rag and bone shop of the heart. She wanted to write a novel, the one that reflected the trauma of our time, beginning with the end, proceeding to the beginning and ending in the middle, since that was now chronological time. It would take classical liberal and feminist theories but bring them to life and place them into an original narrative structure with an original scientific theory about the origin of our contemporary political conflicts. It would have characters as vivid as Sylvie and Pilar, as complex and unique as Ruth. It would look directly into the mind of an artist and find the moment of creation, then return to the preoccupations of Ruth for we are, above all, living in a time of great danger and our political systems will not acknowledge it. Would she ever write that novel? Alex wondered. This had actually been her first choice, and she had to admit that she wanted it more than fomenting a revolution. Revolution is only the spark, the beginning of change left to other hands, not the meaning, the synthesis, the gift most richly given. That could only be art. Perhaps she was more like Pilar than she had imagined. What they had done was potentially hollow and unfulfilled. It led everywhere and nowhere. 
How to begin on that novel? Alex got up and went into the next room and began to write in her journal:
It is my heart, I said.
But it is covered with cockle-burrs, seashells, bits of trash and shit. It has fur in embarrassing places and mirrors that, far from reflecting, make things disappear. It’s a bag of things to discard, but it sticks to you. It is shapeless, useless, up to no good.
But it is my heart, I said.
But it whines, it hums ridiculous tunes, snores, quacks like a duck, has romantic nineteenth century suicide symphonies playing forever in its ears, can do a pitch-perfect imitation of Bob Dylan singing that can embarrass a whole room full of people. It has suspenders but no shirt, no elegance or grace, for that matter. It’s a used band-aid that must be thrown out; in fact throw it out. Please!
But it is my heart, I said. I can’t throw it out.
But it gets drunk too often, throws tantrums that no one can hear and will never grow up, loves and hates to excess, knows nothing, spits on itself, is more animal than human and that is a compliment. I am certain it has been urinated on by a cat and even then, it only curses and yells. It tried to fuck on every flat surface in Barcelona, it farts, is intrinsically unlovable but has a gorgeous woman who will fuck with it anywhere on earth.
But it is only what it can be, what it is, my heart, I said.
Alex stared off into space. My heart is bitter, she thought. This will have to be the secret beginning of my novel. When it is done, no one will ever suspect that it had such an ignominious start. I must be content with that and yet . . .



 
SYLVIE HAD NEARLY fallen asleep in Alex’s arms, in Paris. Her last thoughts were very slow; in fact, they were hardly thoughts at all, only images and phrases, something like . . . however to describe that trip to Spain, the one that changed my life; but then, it was a return, really, to what I always was but did not know . . . is it what I did not know or a fulfillment of all I had wanted, yearned for so I knew it all-too-well . . . It was the time when a tectonic shift occurred in my life . . . everything seen in a new way . . . or merely an outburst, a volcano, but no . . . not a single thing . . . not exactly, unless an explosion . . . a woman’s mind exploding . . . yes, that has the color, movement, dance to it. The center of the painting is pure red against pure black becoming orange and yellow further out, very hot . . . the movement outward is a double helix but it keeps circling back upon itself . . . out beyond that, the universe . . . what are the particles? Impossible states of energy and heat . . . ah, but so tender, soft, full of love they are, now multiple flickering colors . . . every one becoming another, so faint now that they are voices singing, yes, all the intensity everywhere suddenly but softer, singing and vibrating . . . then it is everything I must know and create . . . what is the last stage . . . vibrating, singing filaments, only that . . . I can ask for no more but I do and . . .



 
MONSERRAT AND RUTH were sleeping together in the house in Barcelona. It was very late, and the house was empty and silent; but no, there were a few diffuse, guttural sounds circling about. Something bubbled; then popped. There was more than one barbaric yawp. Everyone thinks it’s haunted and so it is. But more than that, it is full of something, perhaps virtual particles and even virtual people going in and out of existence. But of course, it’s the universe, the strangest house of all and greatest storyteller, where anything can happen in some version of itself, and perhaps the story has wandered into another version. Look there: the house contorts into ungodly shapes to accommodate so many dimensions, curves space and time and then perhaps goes on contorting for the fun of it. It has changed the lives of all that come to it; this much is known. It induces passion, uncontrollable urges and laughter; that much is certain. It is a vast expanse for a house, probably endless—more of a fountain, a mountain, a circular canyon leading up and down. It is a sacred place, known and unknown. It’s the spark, the beginning of things and one day perhaps . . .



 
MONSERRAT WAS NEARLY asleep in Ruth’s arms, but still thinking. They are all safe now, she thought. Alex and Sylvie are home together in Paris, sleeping. Pilar has shaved her head and painted herself in different patterns for her present disguise. She can go anywhere and be taken for another protester. Earlier, she and Libre had dinner at a popular Barcelona restaurant, and she heard talk of her exploits all around her. No one but Libre knew that the most famous woman in Spain and perhaps the world was there with them, in plain sight. She has used the Internet to be everywhere but, like the natural feline she is, leaped out of the world entirely. Yet the entire world is looking for her, especially in Spain where she is expected to be, but they are looking for her in Borneo and Mongolia, too. Such is the result of the amazing accomplishment of all those women, working together in my house, three weeks ago. Those sworn to secrecy about Pilar’s identity and whereabouts will keep their secret. No one else will know about the metamorphosis that occurred here that night. Only that criminal young man running his brothel, whose naked ass Pilar filmed, has divulged all of his secrets. I will never know if Pilar has achieved the result she intended. Angelina Jolie would rather play a mystery woman; it will give her greater creative license. Ruth’s mood is very turbulent again, but I believe I have saved her, too. My house is full of something. It is full of love and art, but mercurial, devious and metamorphic are the ways of these, always, always . . .



 
NOW I AM lying here with my love beside me, at rest and at home, Ruth thought. How great the peace yet how brief, for the future will not leave me at peace. The terrible world I see in the making speaks to me in a wild cry both angelic and bestial. It is the cry of an animal in pain, and my spirit is joined with it. In the world to come, where will the heron, the avocet, the grebe, all the big birds of Doñana and Antarctica, go? Where will they nest in the spring? Where will the elephant, the big cats of the savanna, the rhinoceros rest their great heads on a soft spot of earth? In the ocean, where will the whale, the dolphin, all of the fish find that oceanic breast on which they rest and find nurturance? They will love one another in their way, give birth to their families and love them in their way as we do ours, but where will they go? We will live on our tiny plots of land and defend them to the teeth and they, they! the animals I have studied and loved all my life will be dying, homeless, vagrant, hunted, strangers to the earth. 
What then of our humanity? There are none so oppressed, distorted, stunted, none so poor in spirit that they cannot go away from cities into forests, mountains, into wilderness, and not be refreshed, renewed, at peace again. None! There are none so poor in spirit that they cannot feel their need for a primordial forest, a jungle, wilderness, a valley that opens endlessly to a horizon, an animal’s glowing, unblinking eye, the thing that must always be there or we are not human anymore. Yet, so few will give something up for that beauty, wildness, otherness in the world. Few will question their covetousness, their hunger for obeisance from others, so that they can give something up. If I were a god, I would tear that out of every living creature of my kind. I would leave them whole and full of love. But there is no god, no one who can do this and religions have all compounded the wrong. Who will say, the world is my family, the world is my beloved? I will touch it only as a lover, as a parent, as one who cares for it at least as much as my own body. Who will give birth to a new world if it is necessary? Who will give birth to the sacred, who lives in the sacred, who will not fail it because it is leaving us, leaving, the animals, the wilderness that belongs to us all is leaving, our humanity is leaving us.
I speak as a parent who is terrified at what will happen to my child. I speak as a child becoming cynical at all it hears. I speak as a scientist who can see a clear inevitable future that is abhorrent. I speak as an artist afraid of an empty canvas and an encroaching darkness in which no art can live. I speak as a prophet who cries out at the shadow of what is to come. What is my voice and what are my questions? I speak in a voice falling to a whisper because it has become a prayer, not to a god but to a cumulative humanity, a greater self that still must exist below thought. I speak only to it. It is angry, fierce, full of fire and so are my words. It is our humanity that is at stake, for we are the weak ones, the sick ones who cannot adapt. The earth will always survive and regenerate. We are the ones who will not, and you will know that when you look deeply into yourself and feel that your spirit is leaving, leaving, is nearly gone, you have so little humanity left to save, it is less by the day, you are that changed, you are that close to what has already vanished, and that immensity and power in its violent beauty and strangeness, that greater earth I have always loved, protected, worshipped as I do my love, that last vestige of beauty and humanity left in the world is leaving, leaving, is about to disappear . . .



 
Afterward, Bibliography & Acknowledgements
 
For the Patagonia section of The Sacred Beasts, I used Bruce Chatwin’s famous travelogue, In Patagonia. The material is wonderful and particularly appropriate for a character in Ruth’s position, widowed and tormented, ruminating about history, politics and the past with her lover and all the moments they experienced together in Ruth’s original home. If Chatwin had ever used this material in a novel, of course, I wouldn’t have touched it. But, his work remains travelogue. I used a less inspired book by a geologist, Patagonia: Windswept Land to the South by Roger Perry, even more extensively than Chatwin (since it covered flora and fauna in greater depth) as well as various TV documentaries on Patagonia. I discovered on a Globetrekker episode, for example, that there is a man living in Northern Patagonia who did become something of a celebrity by creating a garbage art display over his substantial acreage and a sign that read, “A Garden of Garbage Art from One Who Has Lost Everything but His Mind.” This provocative, colorful fact acted as the first glimmering of my own very different story.
For the Donana section, I used Juan Antonio Fernandez’ brilliant photo essay, Donana: Spain’s Wildlife Wilderness. Both a poet and a scientist, he was often my eyes and ears in Donana. The first two sections, Patagonia and Donana, were relatively easy, then, to research. Then I turned to the rest of Spain, the only country I had actually visited; which, contrary to expectation, was virtually impossible to research for its relative lack of information on, and interest in, women. Fortunately, however, I am always very interested in projects that seem impossible to execute, and exploring and unveiling macho Spain in terms of women fascinated me.
I began with several of the most famous books: James Michener’s Iberia; George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia; and Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls as well as The Sun Also Rises, only to discover that they all had so drastically left out the experience of women that they were both unusable and of highly questionable validity as portraits of Spain. They are romanticized descriptions of the contributions of men. From Michener’s 900-some pages, I only got a description of an Andalusian romeria at which a male friend promised Michener “the real flamenco” of the gypsies. At this performance, the first gypsy singer was a woman who ran on stage yelling, “I’ve got ten times the balls of any man here!” and began singing throatily to a shocked and fascinated audience. Michener left immediately in disgust, convinced that this could not be the real flamenco. I, on the other hand, immediately recognized it as authentic, the flamenco I had heard in Spain; and this one fact was the germ of my character, Pilar the gypsy and her mother, the flamenco singer, Malena the Singing Beast. 
So, I knew that such a woman did exist. Now, I had to find her. Giles Tremlett’s leisurely book, Ghosts of Spain: Travels through Spain and its Silent Past, provided me with a walk through the gypsy tenement village that is responsible for Spain’s best flamenco singers, Los Tres Mil Viviendas, though Tremlett was going in search of “the real flamenco” in a male singer, and I was looking for the home of a female singer. I had to do this kind of thing in most of my research. The author was interested primarily in men in a certain environment; I was looking for women, since they lived there, too. In this way, the impossible became increasingly possible. 
Tremlett’s book also provided me with a description of a Spanish industrial park style brothel; they are in fact numerous in the countryside. I used it, of course, in the novel’s climax, Pilar’s Gay Pride Day stunt.
John Hooper’s The New Spaniards displayed the sharpest analytical powers of any book on Spain that I read, and the women who meet in Monserrat’s house in Barcelona would have had much less to discuss and debate without it, though I knew much of the quality of their interaction from my own experience, seeing the birth of the women’s rights movement and the gay liberation movement first hand in many cosmopolitan cities, both in the US and abroad. A nascent feminist movement is something of which I’ve always been an intimate part. Feminist academics gave me most of the rest, since their books were devoted to the study of Spanish women, and they were limited only by academic language. Free Women of Spain: Anarchism and the Struggle for the Emancipation of Women (Indiana University Press) by Martha A. Ackelsberg gave me the history of Mujeres Libres and my translation of their original anthem song, which Alex quotes. Stories from Spain by Genevieve Barlow and William N. Stivers gave me my Spanish folk tales about women that are mentioned in one of the “mother stories” told by the women of Barcelona over several nights in Monserrat’s house. The poetry quoted one night by Alex for the Mujeres Libres’ section of the house’s web site and in a later scene with Sylvie was all written by Gloria Fuertes, probably the most famous female poet in Spain during the twentieth century. I used four complete poems translated by Philip Levine, another complete poem translated by Robert Mezey, and one from John Haines. They all appear in Roots and Wings: Poetry from Spain 1900-1975, edited by Hardie St. Martin and published by White Pines Press. I am grateful for permission to reprint them. Gloria Fuertes’ poetry was one of the most delightful discoveries of my research, and I urge all poetry lovers to read her work in translation or in Spanish. 
The most important and relevant book I read in all my research, however, was Prison of Women: Testimonies of War and Resistance in Spain, 1939-1975, gathered by Tomas Cuevas and translated and edited by Dr. Mary E. Giles, a Professor of the Humanities at California State University. The “mother stories” involving the Spanish Civil War from women at Monserrat’s house are all based on fact, stories recorded in this book; each of these narratives really happened to a Spanish woman during the war, though I have changed names and some details to protect the privacy of these courageous women. I have tried to preserve some of the style of speech in these stories. If you remember nothing else from my book, remember the name of Tomas Cuevas, the greatest unknown heroine of the Spanish Civil War. The city of Barcelona should erect a statue of her: the story of her wartime activities is most arduous and courageous of all and lasted until the death of Franco. It involved more self-sacrifice and heroism than any other freedom fighter in Spain. Her gift to Spain continues into the present, since her book details the stories of the women resistance fighters who eventually ended up in prisons where they were tortured and starved; but nonetheless, bonded together strongly and never lost hope. Mary Giles is a heroine, too, for finding Cuevas’ book accidentally and fortuitously in a Spanish bookstore and translating it for English readers. I don’t think this information is widely known in Spain, Europe or the US. It contradicts Orwell’s account, which presents men heroically but only allows women to pass briefly through the narrative. Cuevas’ women all clearly say that the men who were in the War’s resistance fought fascists by day and returned home at night to act like fascists with their families. And, their wartime heroism was equaled by the participation of women. You will not find that in the ”famous” books on Spain, not in Michener, Orwell or Hemingway.
Monserrat’s theory on Spanish art occurred to me as I read a very simple history of Spain entitled, Spain: A History in Art by Bradley Smith. I have no idea whether it is original. The Neolithic caves in Spain with matriarchal imagery, particularly to the south, actually do exist and their locations and my descriptions of them are factual and can be found in Smith’s book.
Ruth’s theory has many parts and a much more complex history. I first read about the scientific studies of women’s sexuality in a cover story in the Sunday New York Times
Magazine many years ago, probably 2005. An Internet article from the New York Times of July 5, 2005 mentioned that there are two academic departments involved in it, psychologists at Northwestern University in Illinois and the Center for Addiction and Mental Health in Toronto, Canada. These authors seemed very much aware of the chimp and bonobo connection. Wikipedia has entries about this research as well as many studies of chimps and bonobos. Ruth would have known about this research, since the events of the novel occur between 2004 and 2007.
I first read about the genetic basis of the tendency to be politically conservative or liberal in a Tuesday “Science Times’ Section of the New York Times. The relationship of this to our ape origin in chimps and bonobos is a belief I’ve held since I first read about the group dynamics of bonobos decades ago, so it can be the theory of Ruth. However, it is consistent with the arguments of Franz de Waals in his books on bonobos, Our Inner Ape (2008), and later books of his such as The Age of Empathy: Nature’s Lessons for a Kinder Society. In very briefly cruising the web, I discovered that a great many people whose work lies in the creation of ideas (a primatologist, a technology entrepreneur, and myself, a novelist) have all been struck by the difference between these two chimp species and its probable relation to human political parties. If I had spent more time, I would have found many others, I’m sure. The current Wikipedia commentary on this, however, shows that it is no longer speculation, but the work of brain scientists (who have found brain differences between liberals and conservatives) and geneticists who have identified some of the genes that predict political orientation.
The information about gays and lesbians involve several branches of research. The “twin studies” have found that there is a genetic component to being gay or lesbian, but they fall short of finding the genes. It tends to run in families, strongly suggesting a genetic component, but has environmental causes, too, such as birth order in families with many sons and the mother’s age at birth for lesbians. Ruth would have known about this research. A 2012 article Ruth could not have known of by Dr. James Fowler, a professor at the School of Medicine and of the Development of Social Sciences at the University of California at San Diego, in the Journal of Politics from Cambridge University Press, describes the situation as one involving sensitivity to testosterone in the fetus from the regulation of genes or epigenetic effects (whether specific genes are turned “on” or “off”) as determined by the parent of the opposite gender to the gay person, fathers to daughters and mothers to sons. This accounts for some 64% of the tendency to be gay whereas genes and the environment account for the rest. The genetic effect is larger in gay men (35%) relative to the environmental effect and, conversely, the environmental effect is larger in lesbians relative to the genetic (only 18%). This research is the most complete answer to date, but I don’t have space to describe it in detail and must leave that to a curious reader’s own Internet research and reading. The major point is that “gay genes” will never be found; it is a matter of the effect of epigenes that turn particular genes involving sensitivity to testosterone “on” or “off.” They may or may not pass from parent to child.
Ruth’s observation that lesbian and gay couples have a more loving, trusting and intimate relationship than heterosexuals because they are more egalitarian is supported by the first study of the differences between gay and heterosexual relationships. It appeared in The Journal of Homosexuality, Volume 45 (1), 2003, and Ruth would have been familiar with it. It was carried out by two psychologists, Dr. John Gottman of the University of Washington and Dr. Robert Levenson of the University of California at Berkeley. A very scientifically sophisticated and conclusive study, it was carried out over a 12-year period and used physiological measurements of emotion as well as observation by psychologists and self-reporting by couples. This study found that gay couples used much more affection and humor to resolve conflicts and kept a more positive attitude toward themselves and the relationship. Too, they used fewer controlling and hostile strategies with one another and were less belligerent, domineering and threatening. Fairness and power sharing were more common and important in gay and lesbian relationships, enhancing trust and intimacy. The physiological measurements showed lower stress after a conflict in gay and lesbian couples. For heterosexuals, the physiological arousal indicating anger did not diminish, and heterosexual women were found to dislike and resent the oppression and unfairness of male dominance, leading to relationships that were less loving, trusting and intimate. This study was actually able to rate couple relationships in terms of love, intimacy, trust and maturity of conflict resolution and found lesbian relationships to be most intimate and mature followed by relationships between gay men, with heterosexual relationships ranked last. There were many other interesting contrasts in this research, but I leave that up to the curious reader who can find it readily on the Internet. The research concluded that straight couples should learn the egalitarian strategies of gay and lesbian couples, and that the greatest impediment for them is peer group pressure on heterosexual men to maintain dominance. It also expressed surprise that lesbian and gay relationships were superior to heterosexual relationships in spite of the oppression and social disapprobation typically faced by them from the society at large. The results of this study were replicated in a second study appearing in the January 2008 issue of Developmental Psychology, conducted by psychologists at the University of Washington and San Diego State University. This study also came to the same conclusion as Ruth, observing that heterosexual role-playing was not genetic and that straight couples should learn from the example of gay couples. These psychologists, too, found that the main problem for heterosexuals was peer group pressure from male groups to maintain male dominance and that this influence must be successfully challenged before heterosexual relationships could become as intimate and mature as gay and lesbian relationships. 
Since this research is rock-solid as science (peer-reviewed journals, full replication of results by other researchers, longitudinal studies, physiological measures of emotion in addition to self-reporting by couples, etc.), it bears repeating that the research’s results – that gay and lesbian relationships are more loving, intimate, trusting, mature in conflict resolution and egalitarian – supports the opinion of the LGBT community for at least the last decade, in my opinion. Rather than inferior, their long-term relationships or marriages are an ideal to which heterosexuals should aspire, according to this research. However, it is only fair to observe that the research describes groups, not individuals. Any individual relationship could be an exception; there are heterosexual relationships that are intimate, trusting and egalitarian and homosexual ones that are not. However, they are then in the minority and not characteristic of the group as a whole. 
Adding the prior research on women’s sexuality (that all women are bisexual), we should also observe that the LGBT community is not even a minority. In truth comprising all women and some ten percent of men, it is actually a sixty-some percent majority. In sum, ALL negative LGBT stereotypes, when put to the test, are false. Ruth describes herself as one who most wishes to push aside the curtain or secret that impedes our view of the world. You now know what Ruth found behind the curtain.
Twelve excerpts from The Sacred Beasts have appeared in ten publications (in a slightly different version from the original text in some cases): New Madrid Journal; Pennsylvania English; The Eureka Literary Review; Dispatches from Lesbian America, An Anthology (2016); S/tick: Feminists on Guard, OUTreach issue; Cliterature.org; Loud Zoo; Sinister Wisdom; Crab Fat Literary Magazine; and Wilde Magazine. I started out publishing in the university journals and then frankly picked magazines with the most outrageous titles.
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