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Translator’s Note


I am indebted to a number of people for their advice with this translation. Above all I would like to thank the author for her guidance in helping me understand the complex personal and historical threads in her book and for giving me precious insight into the hybrid French-Spanish spoken by the main character, Montse.


A range of engaging characters inhabit the book alongside Montse and each one, in his or her own way, is emblematic of a faction in the opening months of the Spanish Civil War. I have included a glossary to make these warring political and military organisations as clear and distinct as possible.


I would like to thank William Fiennes, Roland Chambers, Gala Sicart, María Victoria García Benavides, James Phillips, Nicole Hubbard, and my wife, Emily, for their ideas and suggestions – and Christopher and Koukla MacLehose for first introducing me to this book.


BEN FACCINI
London, 2016




Author’s Preface


In 2012 I read Les Grands Cimetières sous la lune by the French writer George Bernanos (1888–1948). I was shocked by it, indeed so shocked that I ended up writing Pas pleurer, translated in its English edition as Cry, Mother Spain.


In his book, Bernanos describes the Francoist atrocities he witnessed in the opening months of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. In many cases, these crimes were carried out with the complicity of the clergy.


The book was published in France in 1938 and caused an immediate uproar. The diehards on the right accused Bernanos of betrayal, while the left-wing intelligentsia praised him to the skies, perhaps not fully understanding his stance.


Bernanos refused to be pinned down by anyone, however. Exponents of both right and left would never succeed in claiming his work as their own. Though he declared himself to be passionately Catholic and a monarchist, his freedom of spirit meant he eschewed all labels, prejudices and ideologies.


Bernanos is not read much in France nowadays and remains largely unknown abroad. Is it because he was a solitary writer and so hard to categorise? Is it because he refused to mould himself to the attitudes of his time? I don’t know. I’m just delighted English-language readers will now get the chance to discover his writing through my book.


LYDIE SALVAYRE
Paris, 2016




What art thou afraid of, cowardly creature? What art thou weeping at, heart of butter-paste?


¿De qué temes, cobarde criatura? ¿De qué lloras, corazón de mantequillas?


CERVANTES, Don Quixote, II, 29


(translated by John Ormsby, 1885)




1


In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. A ceremonial ring on his venerable hand, the Most Reverend Archbishop of Palma pointed at the chests of the “guilty poor”, singling them out to the vigilante firing squads. This is how the writer Georges Bernanos reported it; a fervent Catholic told it this way.


Spain, 1936. The Civil War was about to erupt. The “guilty poor” were those who dared open their mouths, and on July 18, 1936, my mother opened her mouth for the first time. She was fifteen. She lived up in the hills, cut off from the world, in a village where wealthy landowners had kept families like hers in the most abject poverty for centuries.


At the same time, Georges Bernanos’ own son was getting ready to fight in the Madrid trenches, dressed in the blue Falangist uniform. For a few weeks, Bernanos believed his son’s enlistment in the Nationalist forces was justified. Bernanos’ views were known to all. He had been a militant for Action Française, an admirer of Drumont. He declared himself a monarchist, a Catholic, a scion of traditional French values, closer in spirit to what he termed the “working-class aristocracy” than the moneyed bourgeoisie he loathed. In Spain, at the time of the generals’ uprising against the Republic, Bernanos took a while to gauge the scale of the unfolding disaster, but he had soon to accept the evidence he saw around him. The Nationalists were carrying out a systematic purge of suspects and, between killing sprees, Catholic dignitaries were granting them absolution in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. The Spanish Church had become the executioners’ whore.


Helpless, Bernanos watched this vile connivance take hold. He realised with painful clarity that he had to break with his old sympathies and note everything down, become a reluctant witness.


He was one of only a handful from his political camp to show such courage.




A mis soledades voy,


De mis soledades vengo.*


I go to and from my solitudes.





On July 18, 1936, my mother, accompanied by my grandmother, was introduced to the Burgos family, the señores who wished to employ a new maid – the previous one having been sent home because she smelled of onions. When it came to pronouncing a final verdict on my mother, don Jaime Burgos Obregón turned to his spouse with a satisfied look. He studied my mother from head to toe, and stated with an air of assurance that my mother has never forgotten: She seems quite humble. My grandmother thanked him as if he were congratulating her, But that comment, my mother says, throws me into turmoil. For me it’s an insult, a patada in the arse, a kick in the culo, it makes me leap ten metros within my own head, it jolts my brain which had been slumbering for more than fifteen years. It makes me understand the meaning of the words my brother José had just brought back from the Anarchist communes around Lérida. So when we are in the street again, I start to shriek, to griter: “She seems quite humble”! Do you realise what he meant? Keep your voice down, your grandmother implored me; she was a woman who liked to keep a low profile. What don Jaime means – I was really boiling, my darling, ma chérie, I was boiling with rage – is that I will make a good maid, sweet and thick, and obedient with it. It means I will accept doña Sol’s orders without flinching, that I will clean up her shit without protest. It means I seem to have all the qualities of an idiot, and I won’t balk at anything, I won’t cause any sort of moleste to anyone. It means don Jaime will pay me, how do you say it? clopinettes, peanuts, and I’ll have to say muchísimas gracias with my sweet, grateful, humble face. Oh Lord, your grandmother whispered to herself, looking alarmed, keep your voice down, they’ll hear you. So I begin to shriek, even louder: I don’t care if they hear me. I don’t want to be some dim maid for the Burgos family, I’d rather go and be a whore in town. For heaven’s sake, your grandmother begged me, don’t say such terrible things. They didn’t even invite us to sit down, I tell her indignantly, they didn’t even bother shaking our hands, I remember it clearly, I do remember, because I had an inflammation on the tip of my thumb, I’d bandaged it up – a panadis, isn’t it called? – oh, a panaris, a whitlow, is that even a word? If you say so – but don’t keep on correcting me or I’ll never finish. Anyway, so, your grandmother, to shut me up, her voice all hushed, told me about the considerable benefits awaiting me if I got the job as a maid: I’d be housed, fed, and kept clean, and I’d have time off every Sunday to go and dance the jota in the church square, and I’d even get a small stipend and a little yearly bonus to build up a dowry, maybe even put some money aside. At these words I say: I would prefer to die, dying would be better, plutôt morir. Oh, heavens above, your grandmother whispered, even more quietly this time, throwing nervous glances at the houses along the street. And I started to run at full vélocité towards my attic room. By sheer good fortune, war broke out the next day and I never went to work as a maid for the Burgos family, or for anyone else for that matter. The war, ma chérie, came in the nick of time.


*


My mother had been watching television that evening and the random image of a man interviewing the president of France had abruptly reminded her of her brother José’s enthusiasm on his return from Lérida. His impatience and new-found revolutionary zeal had made him seem so handsome. And it came back to my mother in one fell swoop: don Jaime Burgos Obregón’s little remark, the elation of July 1936, the euphoric discovery of city life and the Frenchman she loved so passionately, the man my sister and I have called André Malraux since we were children.


My mother is Montserrat Monclus Arjona, a name I am happy to appropriate and revive for a short while, rescuing it from the oblivion to which it has been consigned. For the time being, I don’t want to introduce any invented characters into my account. My mother is my mother. Georges Bernanos is the admired writer of Les Grands Cimetières sous la lune and the Catholic Church is the despicable institution it was in 1936.




Fuente es mi vida


en que mis obras beben.


My life is a fountain


from which my deeds are nourished.





My mother was born on March 14, 1921. Her family and friends call her Montse or Montsita. She’s ninety years old as she sits and remembers her youth in the crossbred, trans-Pyrenean language she has adopted since Fate hurled her into a village somewhere in the south-west of France more than seventy years ago.


My mother was beautiful once. They tell me she used to have that particular carriage Spanish women had in the old days when they balanced water pitchers on their heads and now only seen in ballet dancers. They tell me she used to move like a boat, its sail upright and supple. They tell me she had the body of a film star and she carried the kindness of her heart in her eyes.


Now she’s old, wrinkled, her body decrepit, with a bewildered, unsteady gait. Yet the mention of Spain in 1936 reawakens a youthfulness in her gaze, a light I haven’t seen before. She suffers from dementia, and everything she’s lived through, from the war to today, has all but vanished. Yet her memories of the summer of 1936, when the unimaginable took place, are still intact. It was a time, she says, when she discovered life – without doubt the only adventure of her existence. Does this mean, therefore, that what my mother took to be reality for the following seventy-five years was somehow not as real? I often think so.


*


That evening, I listen to her stoking the ashes of her lost youth, and I see her face becoming animated again as if all her joie de vivre were gathered up in those few days of the summer of 1936 in the great Spanish city, as if time had stopped still on the calle San Martín, on August 13, 1936, at 8.00 in the morning. I listen to her invoking her memories while my parallel reading of Bernanos’ Les Grands Cimetières sous la lune fills in any gaps and darkens the picture at the same time. I try to unravel the reasons why the two accounts disturb me so much, and I’m afraid the disturbance will lead me in a direction I have absolutely no intention of taking. More precisely, these memories release contradictory and sometimes confused feelings in me through hidden sluices. Though my mother’s rush of freedom in 1936 fills me with a sort of amazement, a childish joy, Bernanos’ chronicling of atrocities – his observations of the darkness of men, their hatreds and furies – stirs my fears of seeing today’s bastards revive the noxious ideas I thought had been put to rest a long time ago.


*


On the morning my fifteen-year-old mother, accompanied by my grandmother, applied for the job of maid, doña Pura – sister of the aforementioned don Jaime Burgos Obregón – was sitting bolt upright as usual in her stiff-backed leather chair reading, in a state of ecstasy, the headlines of her newspaper, Acción Española: “A young general has decided to take control of eternal Spain as it slides towards democracy and socialism, in the hope of building a dam against the Bolshevik invasion. Other generals have, without a moment’s hesitation, rallied around this extraordinary leader of men, and the nation’s forces have been reawakened. But will spirit, intelligence, devotion to the national cause and heroism be enough to overcome the base appetites and bestial instincts elevated to the rank of government by Moscow as it sets its sights on poisoning the whole of the European side of the Mediterranean?” The article ended with this question and it threw doña Pura into such a state of alarm that she was overcome by heart palpitations. Doña Pura was prone to palpitations, and even though the doctor had ordered her to avoid all sources of vexation, her patriotism meant that she couldn’t stop reading the Nationalists’ paper. It’s my duty, she told the doctor in a faltering voice.


Over the following days, doña Pura lived in constant dread of her house being pillaged, her land stolen and her fortune plundered by a band of thieves led by Montse’s brother José. Maruca, the grocer’s wife, had confided in her how the Anarchists carried out their bloody hold-ups, raping and eviscerating nuns, sullying their convents with abominable desecrations. Doña Pura imagined them bursting into her own bedroom, ripping down the ivory crucifix watching over her immaculate white bed, stealing her enamel-encrusted jewellery box and giving themselves over to the most unspeakable abuses. Despite this, she continued to greet the parents of the village hotheads when she came across them. She really had a good heart.


But come night-time, kneeling at her prie-dieu, she beseeched the Lord to protect her family from these savages who had no respect for anyone.


May they die and go to hell!


No sooner had she uttered this pronouncement than she blushed with shame. Might the Lord, undoubtedly endowed with exceptional powers, have heard her words? She would have to confess to don Miguel (the village priest who had not yet fled) the following morning. He would prescribe three Ave Marias and a Pater Noster. These had the same medicinal effect on her conscience as a dose of aspirin. It was well known that whatever crime the Catholics committed against the Reds – whether by blade, gun, club or iron rod – they were immediately exonerated and forgiven as long as the criminal showed contrition in time for evening prayer. Such arrangements with the Spanish heavens could be truly magical.


Doña Pura resumed her prayer and pleaded with the Holy Virgin Mary to put an end to the actions of the brazen fools insulting her God. Taking a swipe at her wealth was an insult to the Lord. She understood better than anyone what constituted an insult to God. She was, in fact, what people in the village, thanks to an eloquent linguistic shortcut, called a facha. When the word is pronounced with the Spanish ch, it is accompanied by a spit.


There were a few fachas in the village and what united these fascists was the belief that:


THE ONLY GOOD RED
IS A DEAD RED


My uncle José, Montse’s brother, was a Red, or rather a Red-and-Black.


He’d been fuming with anger since his sister recounted her visit to the Burgos household.


The Reds in 1936 were always cross, even more so when they were both Red and Black. José thought his sister had been insulted. Spain in 1936 was brimming over with insulted people.


“She seems quite humble”? “She seems quite humble”! Who does the bastard think he is? He’ll regret it, the barefaced cabrón. I’ll teach that bourgeois to think twice before opening his mouth again.


José had been transformed by his time in Lérida. His eyes were filled with light from the heavenly marvels he had seen. His mouth spouted words from another world, to the point where his mother said, They’ve gone and changed my son.


Every year, between harvesting the almonds in May and the hazelnuts in September, José worked as a hired hand cutting hay on a vast estate near Lérida. The job tested the limits of his endurance and paid a pittance, but he happily gave the money to his parents.


From the age of fourteen, José’s days had been consumed by work in the fields, from dawn till dusk. His life was regulated by it. He hadn’t thought to question his existence or dream for a second that things could be different.


Yet when he arrived in Lérida, with his friend Juan, he discovered a city that had been shaken up to the point of dizziness. Its moral codes had been turned upside down, its surrounding farmlands had been collectivised and its churches transformed into cooperatives. Cafés buzzed with rallying calls, everyone laughed with happiness. He’d never forget the excitement and the emotion of it.


José discovered words so new and so bold that his young soul became enraptured by them. These were immense words, grandiose, etched in fire, sublime, words for a new era: Revolución! Comunidad! Libertad! When shouted with the stress at the end, they were like a punch to the face.


José was as filled with wonder as a child.


Things he’d never thought about before began to fill his mind.


Immeasurable things.


He learned to raise his fist and sing “Hijos del Pueblo”.


He chanted Down with Oppression, Long live Freedom. And Death to Death.


He felt alive. He felt he was the best. He felt modern, his heart bursting. He understood what it was to be young. He’d had no idea before. He said he could have died without ever realising it. He saw how dull and diluted his past desires had been.


He identified in this vast black gasp of life something he called poetry, since he had no other word for it.


He returned to the village with his mouth overflowing with grand phrases, a red-and-black scarf round his neck. With impassioned eloquence, he told his audience (limited for the time being to his mother and sister) that a new dawn was rising (he had a natural propensity for lyricism), that Spain had at last become properly Spanish and he too even more so. Shaking with intensity, he said the old order which perpetuated servitude and shame was on the point of being destroyed; the revolution of hearts and minds had begun and it would soon spread to the entire country, and, one thing leading to another, to the whole universe. He said money would no longer decide all things, it would no longer be the basis for distinctions between people and soon –


The sea will taste of sweet aniseed, his mother interrupted, annoyed.


– and soon there will no more injustice, no more hierarchy, no more exploitation, no more wretchedness, and people will be able to –


Go on holiday with the Pope, his mother interrupted again, exasperated.


– share their riches, and those who have shut their mouths since they were born, those who lease land from that cabrón don Jaime who owns every centimetre of it, those who clean up his wife’s shit and piss and scour her toilet –


Not again! his mother said, she’d had enough already.


– they will rise up, they will fight, they will free themselves of all tyranny –


I’ll bloody give you tyranny, his mother exploded. It’s seven in the evening and you’d better see to the hens. I’ve prepared their bucket.


But José still had so much to say, and the hens, impervious to Bakunin’s philosophies, were going to have to wait a bit longer for their feed.


*


Since returning from Lérida, José was bursting with an inexhaustible stream of ideas. Sometimes he was raging – sprinkling his sentences with swear words (coño, joder and dozens of puñetas) – other times he was simply elated.


In the morning he railed against the bad rich – a pleonasm if ever there was one, as the rich could only be bad (he discovered the word “pleonasm” in the Tierra y Libertad newspaper). What fortune, he asked, had not been stolen? He ranted against the profiteers, and the friends of don Miguel, the priest, who, for one, was soon going to feel the cold wind of the revolution (laughs) whistling up his cassock. He ranted against the thief don Jaime Burgos Obregón and other tight-fisted employers and landowners, but most of all he raged against the leader of the Nationalist gang who had hoisted himself up to become leader of the rebellion: General Francisco Franco Bahamonde. He insulted Franco in language some might term vulgar –calling him a dwarf priest-fucker, a pile of shit, a filthy son of a whore, a murderer he’d string up by the balls – or he described him, in the rhetoric of logico-political Bakuninian thought, as the ally-by-default of capitalism, the enemy of the proletariat, themselves victims twice over of the Republican government’s distrust and Francoist repression.


Even if José’s heart was a tinderbox in the morning, by evening he was once again dreaming of fabulous things and he promised his sister Montse a world where no-one would be the servant or property of another – where no-one would be deprived of their natural entitlement to sovereignty because of another (a phrase taken from the newspaper Solidaridad Obrera), a fair and beautiful world, a paraíso, and he laughed with happiness at such a paradise where love and work would freely cohabit, in joy, and where –


I don’t see how that’s going to happen, Montse interrupted him, trying not to laugh. How can I pick olives in January, freely and with joy, when my fingers are frozen and my back is racked with pain? You’re dreaming, she told him, with all the brashness of a fifteen-year-old.


Her comment momentarily derailed José’s glowing promises, yet he got going again with the same ardour as before. And Montse was happy to hear her brother imagine a future where no-one would spit on anyone, where there would be no more fear or shame, where women would be the equals of men.


Equal in nastiness too? Montse asked mischievously.


Equal in everything, including nastiness, José said.


Montse smiled. Her entire being secretly agreed with José because he knew how to attach words to unspoken ideas, opening up new realms to her, as unknown and huge as a city.


She prodded her brother to keep him going. He began to speak like a philosopher (it was the side of José she preferred), and he launched into a florid speech on the art of dispossession. Montse: The art of what? José: Dispossession. Montse: What’s that? José: It means that owning an object, a house, a jewel, a wristwatch, mahogany furniture, qué sé yo? who knows? anything, is to make yourself a slave to that object, it means that you want to keep it at all costs, it adds new servitude to the enslavements you cannot escape. But in the free communes we’re going to set up, everything will belong to us and nothing will belong to us at the same time, do you get it? The land will belong to us like the light and air, but it will not be owned by anyone. José was jubilant. Our houses will be without locks or bolts, don’t you see? Montse drank in his words, only fully understanding about a quarter of them. They did her good without her knowing why. Their tired mother hoped these fantasies, which seemed peculiar to youth, would last only a short while and José would quickly come back down to earth – to her, that meant abandoning all dreams. It was her secret wish, and the secret wish of all the mothers in the village. Mothers are monsters. We’re going to lead the revolution and crush the Nationalists, José shouted ecstatically. Out with the Nationalists! Out! Out! Fuera!


*


In Palma, in Majorca, where Bernanos was staying, the Nationalists had already begun hunting down the Reds, even though on that tranquil island they had only belonged to moderate parties and not taken part in the massacre of priests.


Since the start of this holy war, since the Santa Guerra had been declared – since the Fascist aeroplanes had been blessed by the Archbishop of Palma, robed in full ceremonial splendour, since the baker’s wife had started giving him the Mussolini salute every time they met, since the café owner, puce with indignation, had told him the farm workers who had dared to request better pay for their fifteen-hour days should be dispatched with a bullet to the head – Bernanos had felt a burgeoning anxiety take hold of him.


Sept, the French Catholic magazine run by the Dominicans, had agreed to publish his regular eyewitness accounts of the events in Spain. These chronicles make up the bulk of Les Grands Cimetières sous la lune.


Some days, walking in the countryside surrounding Palma, Bernanos would come across a corpse at the edge of a dirt track, swarming with flies, head bloodied, face slashed, eyelids bulging with bruises, the open mouth pitch black. At first he supposed these summary executions were blunders, or acts of revenge everyone would repudiate. He believed the fire would quickly die out, but the flames spread, and so did his distress.


*


A fire of another kind was burning its way through José’s spirit. He raged and rejoiced in equal measure, all day long. Yet as soon as his father returned from the fields, José hid away in silence. His father was the owner of an eight-hectare field, passed down from one generation to the next, which he had enlarged by buying a few plots from don Jaime, one instalment at a time. This parched earth, capable only of supporting a few spindly olive trees and patches of depleted grass – just enough to feed goats – was his only heritage, his most precious asset, probably more precious than his wife, even though he’d chosen her with the same care as he’d chosen his mule.


José knew there was no use in trying to persuade his father of the merits of sharing the arable land more equitably. His father, who had never left his dump of a village, who couldn’t read or write, and who, according to José, was still stuck in his backward ways, violently rejected his son’s ideas, refused to even accept their fundamental validity.


He said: As long as I’m alive, no-one will come and steal my bread.


Why couldn’t he understand that new ideas were on the brink of changing the world?


His father wasn’t interested. He wanted nothing to do with it. They won’t get me, he said, I’m not stupid. I wasn’t born yesterday. His standpoint, he maintained, was dictated by ancient peasant wisdom, and the far-sightedness of those who didn’t allow themselves to be led astray by tall stories. That was the only valid position to have. His son would do well to follow in his footsteps – and accept a destiny similar to the one breaking his own back. José had a word to qualify such an attitude: “DESPOTIC”.


DESPOTIC was another much-used term José had brought back from Lérida (along with a collection of further words ending in -IC and -ISM).


Despotic father, despotic religion, despotic Stalin, despotic Franco, despotic women and despotic money.


Montse also liked the word and was dying to use it. So when her friend Rosita came to collect her, as on every Sunday, to go and dance the jota in the church square, she said she would prefer not to indulge in such a DESPOTIC custom again.


If you like, Rosita said, only vaguely understanding the new word, but it may be the only opportunity you’re going to get to see your boyfriend.


What boyfriend?


Don’t be stupid. Everyone knows about your novio.


Everyone but me.


Diego is mad about you.


Shut up, Montse said, sticking her fingers in her ears.


*


And now my mother spends her days sitting in a green chair especially designed for invalids, watching the children in the nearby school playground through the window – one of her last remaining pleasures. I feed, wash, dress and walk her, like a child, since she can only move when gripping hold of my arm. Yet my mother can still see herself, once again, hopping in anticipation, running up the calle del Sepulcro towards the church square where a band, pompompom, pompompom, is playing a jota. It’s the same every Sunday, my mother says, her face, lined with age, lighting up with childish mischief. Diego’s there, ogling, devouring me with his eyes, giving me the once-over, as you say, and if I look at him he turns from me straight away as if he’s been caught redhanded.


The same circus repeated itself, Sunday after Sunday, under my grandmother’s spying gaze, as she had perfectly understood that this merry-go-round of eyes was merely the whirlwind of the heart, pompompom, pompompom.


All the mothers of the village formed a ring in the church square to supervise their children, speculating about marriage prospects, pompompom, pompompom. Without letting their guard down for a second, the ambitious mothers dreamed of marrying their daughters to the Fabregat boy: Now he’s a real catch. Most of them, however, limited themselves to wishing their daughter would find a small, comfy nest and a quiet life within the circle of dancers spinning round the pivotal male, though it was not so much a pivot, more a pillar, a pestle, a column, a male obelisk, solidly planted in the village ground, just as it would one day bed itself in the shifting sands of female mystery. Isn’t that just lovely?


Montse didn’t seem at all moved by the silent attention shown by the pivot called Diego.


The redness of his hair repelled her.


His insistence embarrassed her.


He held her in his sights, but it never crossed her mind to respond to his interest. She would sooner have extinguished his flames with cold water.


Despite preparing her dowry like all young girls of her age, and stitching the two enlaced “M”s of her name on white linen sheets and bath towels, Montse didn’t share her friends’ obsession with quickly finding husbands before she and all the girls were sent off to work as maids (finding a husband was the sole topic of conversation for the young ladies as they skittered up and down the Gran Calle, again and again, up and down: conversations mixed with remarks about so-and-so who stared while pretending not to, and so-and-so who walked past my door three times while my heart thumped full-speed, and so-and-so who wore odd socks – which was not going to get him anywhere, by the way – and Emilio who obviously knew what he was doing, I’d be careful if I were you. What about Enrique? At least with him things were more reliable – and other such chirruping, gossiping and warbling).


While Montse was strikingly unflustered by Diego’s passion, her brother, José, was not. He had a real problem with Diego setting his heart on his little sister. He found his tricks intolerable. Diego was a señorito with a full stomach, a spoilt, overfed child, a daddy’s boy and, worst of all, a bourgeois – an armchair revolutionary, who, whether he liked it or not, would always remain a bourgeois. That was enough to be hated.


Since his return from Lérida, José liked to see the world in stark terms.


*


As for Montse’s mother, she was secretly rather pleased the Burgos son was sniffing around her daughter. The young man was well turned out, he was educated, and his family money was compensation enough for the hideous redness of his hair and, indeed, the suspicion he aroused in the village.


Even though they didn’t admit it outright, the local people were wary of Diego, the adopted son of don Jaime Burgos Obregón and his wife doña Sol. No-one knew how he’d been conceived or where he’d been born. His parents certainly never talked about how he’d come to be with them, as if they were ashamed of it. And of course no-one dared ask either.


In the village, where all lives were predestined, where you could reliably tell who would become what according to their pedigree, the mystery of Diego’s origins led to widespread mistrust – hostility even.


There were the wildest rumours about his parentage. His secretive birth was linked to something dark, painful, slanderous. If the latest rumour was to be believed, Diego was the fruit of an affair between don Jaime and the Filo woman, the village idiot who lived with her elderly witch of a mother, la Bruja, in a reconditioned shack on the way out of the village.


No-one knew how the two women survived.


Maybe don Jaime gives them a bit of money, Macario, the village cobbler suggested to Clara.


You mean . . .? she said, indignantly.


You heard me, the wily cobbler muttered.


What, with . . .?


Exactly!


Really? Whatever next?


She ditched the cobbler on the spot to spread the news to Consol, who within five minutes had passed it on to Carmen and so on and so forth.


Everyone knew the rumour was not the least bit true, especially those who spread it. Everyone knew la Bruja’s daughter had never been pregnant – such an occurrence would not have gone unnoticed in a small village. Still, the implausible and outrageous tale continued to take hold and find people willing to give it wings. The villagers delighted in it without even believing it, and they tossed in tasty and fanciful titbits, the more sordid the better. You’ve got to understand, my mother says, gossip was like television in those days, and the villagers gulped it down. They had a romantic thirst for disgrace and drama, it fuelled their dreams, thrilled them.
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