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            ‘These stories of girlhood and sexuality are wonderfully powerful: sensual in their craftsmanship, devastating in their effect. I keep on going back to them to marvel at Bastarós’ ambition and her risks. I loved, loved, loved this book.’ Naomi Wood

            ‘These short stories seem macabre but are full of tenderness and fragility.’ Maria Riutort

            ‘Addictive, risky and structurally impeccable.’ Aixa de la Cruz

            ‘An enveloping and disturbing universe that connects with our most primal fears, the reverse side of desire and the terror of the everyday.’ Marta Ailouti
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            For Gaston and my girlfriends, perfect creatures
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            ‘I have fears, I have such fears.’

            ‘What kind of fears? What kind?’

            ‘Oh, if I told you, you’d put me away.’

            THE OMEN, 1976

            
                

            

            
                

            

            We’re all built on an Indian burial ground.

            A TWITTER BOTviii
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1
            A GROWN-UP DINNER

         

         They’ll be back at nine, and by then the girl will have everything ready. She has retrieved the red tablecloth from the pantry, the copper napkin rings from the drawers on the landing. They’re the ones her mother usually saves for Christmas, but tonight is just as important. She has attempted to recreate what she considers a grown-up dinner. Instead of the foie gras rectangles her mother spreads on toast at elegant meals, she has placed wedges of Laughing Cow on the table. They’re not too different from foie gras in texture and size, she thinks, but the colour gives them away, so she searches the kitchen for a solution. None of the various brown powders she finds seems quite right: the coffee is too dark, the ground cloves smell strange, and the cinnamon tastes like biscuits. She doesn’t know what foie gras tastes like, but she’s pretty sure it shouldn’t taste like biscuits. Ultimately, she opts for 2what’s most familiar, since familiarity is what this is all about: she grabs the tin of ColaCao and dusts the cheese wedges with instant drinking-chocolate powder until she achieves a satisfactory shade of beige. In lieu of surimi baby eels, one of her mother’s favourite dishes, she uses salt and vinegar Chipsticks.

         Despite the girl’s pact of silence with the babysitter – more than a pact, a tyranny: the girl hardly says a word, and the babysitter accepts this so as not to incur her wrath – she asks her to chop a few cloves of garlic, which she then scatters over the Chipsticks. The babysitter, a riot of freckles and copper hair, contemplates the spread of foods she can’t quite identify.

         ‘Usually you’re supposed to cook the garlic,’ she says.

         The girl’s face contracts, darkens. The babysitter used to be surprised by her surliness, disturbed by the variety of masks her face could adopt. Sometimes the girl is a monster from an old movie, a vampire or one of the icy blond children from Village of the Damned. Other times she’s an animal, a water snake or a little raven. And other times she’s a sharp blade that can cut you. But nothing surprises the babysitter anymore. Right now, the girl reminds her of one of those mangy, skeletal dogs you see on the hard shoulders of country roads. The babysitter tried to save one of them once. It was staggering down the A-230, a highway across the Monegros desert, its patchy fur stained orange with dry earth. When she tried to touch it, the animal dodged her hand, growled, and bared a row of teeth as yellow as beach umbrellas. The babysitter still imagines it dying from exposure, its body, empty of air, collapsed on the tarmac. Sometimes, when she thinks about the girl, she gives her that dog’s face. The girl shoots her a scornful look and the babysitter gives up, 3heads to the living room to watch TV. The girl’s mother gets a cable channel, Channel 13, that plays nothing but horror movies. The babysitter, who’s eighteen but still in high school because she was held back twice, watches them all. Carrie, The Omen, Rosemary’s Baby, The Exorcist, always holding her breath, covering her face with her hands, her grey eyes peeking through her fingers.

         The girl opens the fridge. There’s no beer or wine, even though her mother drinks both. By mixing cranberry juice and Coke, she manages to produce a liquid so similar in appearance to wine that she congratulates herself out loud. That’s great, she says, gazing at her concoction with delight. The contents of the table are starting to resemble a proper grown-up dinner and it’s entirely of her own making. But beer proves trickier than wine. Pineapple juice is too bright, too thick. No good. She considers stirring in a little pee, but quickly discards the idea. Even though she’s seen movies where castaways drink their own urine, she’s pretty sure it’s not common practice among adults. Or maybe it is and she’s just making unnecessary trouble for herself. She doesn’t know. Childhood is the domain of uncertainty. In the end, she settles on a spoonful of instant coffee, which briefly darkens the juice but then sinks and forms a mound at the bottom of the glass. It looks like the sandpit at a park where she used to play until a few years ago, except this park sits beneath an apocalyptic, yellowish sky. The girl decides to ditch the beer altogether. Her parents always drank wine anyway. Plus, from what she’s seen of the movies that the babysitter watches, grown-ups at romantic dinners invariably order wine.

         Sometimes, when she gets tired of playing by herself or when her dolls start fighting – the tea parties she hosts for Barbies and 4stuffed animals usually end in disaster – the girl tiptoes down the hall and sits just outside the living room, behind the doorframe. Her parents always used to talk about renovating, tearing out the partition between the front hall and the living room to create a more open floor plan.

         ‘That way there’ll be enough space for you to jump rope or French skip or hula-hoop in the living room,’ her father used to say. ‘And we’ll buy you a new hula-hoop, too, the kind that lights up.’

         The girl’s father could tell all her games apart, unlike her friend Silvia’s father, who calls everything ‘jumping rope’. But her dad died before her parents could do the renovations or buy her a new hula-hoop, and her mother doesn’t take her to the park to play anymore, so the girl isn’t expecting one anytime soon. Regardless, the wall gives her a place to hide from the babysitter: she can crouch outside the doorframe undetected and watch all those movies chock-full of blood and guts and terrorised women. Her favourites are the ones where people turn into something else, like The Fly or An American Werewolf in Paris. The protagonists’ transformations fascinate her and make her hair stand on end. Claws breaking through brittle human fingernails, chests broadening, thousands of fly eyes reducing Jeff Goldblum’s face to jelly. At night, all the images get mixed up in her head and she dreams that she, too, is undergoing a metamorphosis: her skin stretches, and she grows antlers as she becomes a sprinting stag, or sometimes she becomes slick and slow, like a hunted whale, before waking up exhausted and soaked in sweat.

         But she hasn’t the time for a movie tonight. 5

         She grabs one of the mugs beside the coffee maker, lifts it up – squeezing the handle between her index finger and thumb – then drops it. It shatters against the kitchen floor: porcelain shards fly under the table, under the cupboard, under the fridge.

         The babysitter shrieks and rushes in, white as freshly sifted flour.

         ‘What happened?’

         But the girl says nothing and looks at the floor. The babysitter takes charge: she picks up all the pieces of the mug and discards them in a separate bag from the one in the bin so the plastic won’t tear and spill rubbish all over the place. ‘Whatever, just try and be careful.’

         With silent efficiency, the girl puts the finishing touches to the table. Then she gives the babysitter a look, wordlessly asking what she thinks.

         ‘Really nice,’ she says, but her expression gives away more than she realises, and it’s clear she has no idea what’s going on, what the girl hopes to achieve with this bizarre spread.

         The girl gestures for the babysitter to leave; her presence is no longer useful. The babysitter turns her head and makes an O with her mouth. Her braid, a bright-red sheaf the girl secretly envies, falls over her shoulder.

         As soon as she’s out of sight, the girl takes off her slippers and walks silently to her mother’s bedroom. There, she opens a drawer on the bedside table and takes out a dark wooden box her parents brought back from one of their trips. She brings it to her nose, fills her lungs with its aroma, clutches it to her chest. Then she goes back to the kitchen and places it within reach, under a wicker basket full of tangerines.

         Now everything is ready; she just has to wait. 6

         The mother and the new boyfriend usually get back around nine. Her mother goes straight to the kitchen and starts cooking something, silently, while he smokes in the living room – something her father never would have permitted. Her mother, who used to be so voluble, has become an expert in the art of listening. The new boyfriend drones on and on about things the girl doesn’t understand, things like neoliberalism and perestroika and a post-Franco Spain. Even when he talks about things the girl thinks she ought to comprehend, he does it in a way that doesn’t make any sense to her. His language is cryptic, convoluted, inaccessible. And it gives her the sense that he’s hiding something.

         As she waits, she reviews the table: there’s wine, there’s foie gras, there are baby eels. All the things her father and mother used to eat when they sent her to bed early so that they could have dinner alone. She can hear shouting and crying from the babysitter’s movie. A woman is screaming, her voice shrill, punctuated by the occasional help or please don’t. The girl knows this sort of cry means the babysitter’s movie is almost over. And when the babysitter’s movie is almost over, it means her mother and the new boyfriend are almost back.

         Tonight, in fact, they come back a little earlier than usual.

         The girl’s face sharpens like a cat’s when she hears the key in the lock. She hears her mother shuffling around, then the door gliding over the parquet and swooshing like a broom. The babysitter hurries to turn off the TV, but she’s too slow. The new boyfriend’s deep voice wends its way into the kitchen:

         ‘You really shouldn’t watch those things, sweetie.’ The new boyfriend calls the babysitter sweetie, a term he also sometimes 7uses for the girl’s mother. ‘They’re unbearably pedestrian.’ The girl hears him light a cigarette, the rasp-and-click of his Zippo carrying through the hall.

         The babysitter doesn’t reply, and the girl wonders if it’s because, like her, she doesn’t know the meaning of ‘pedestrian’ or whether it has anything to do with paediatrician. The girl hears the babysitter gathering her belongings as quickly as possible, throwing them into her backpack. Whenever she comes over, the babysitter sets up a mini-bazaar in their living room, producing objects that fascinate the girl, though she keeps her fascination under lock and key. There’s a binder signed by all her girlfriends, a bottle of glittery nail polish, a colourful fashion magazine, star- and diamond-shaped Post-it notes, a nail file and a compact she periodically raises to her face so she can scrutinise her pores before shaking her head as if she has just borne witness to an unspeakable tragedy. There’s a quick exchange of goodbyes, then the babysitter comes into the kitchen. She pauses for a moment at the door, looking at the girl. And when the girl least expects it, she steps forward and kisses the top of her head, without even giving her time to move out of the way. As the babysitter leaves, the girl vigorously rubs the defiled area of her head, forcing herself to feel something like disdain. The babysitter belongs to a new, fatherless universe that’s familiar but terrifying, like in Invasion of the Body Snatchers, and the girl wants no part of it.

         She goes to the front hall, where her mother is hanging up her coat. Her movements used to be as light and rhythmic as a dancer’s, and together with her father’s, they came into a perfect choreography. Now, everything her mother picks up appears to 8weigh more than it should, every movement requires an effort she seems incapable of making. That’s why she doesn’t go to work anymore: shortly after the father died, she started spending her mornings at home, stopped getting out of bed. She would curl up under the sheets and, if her daughter approached, become an inanimate lump, a rock, a tree stump. Her mother reminded her of a cartoon her father had shown her, one she hasn’t watched since he died. In it, Mickey Mouse is sweeping a staircase, but it’s too much work for him, and he decides to split the broom in two so he can sweep twice as fast. It seems like a good idea at first, but soon each broom divides into two more, and on and on until there’s an army of brooms getting in the way of everything, not listening to reason. The girl didn’t know what split her mother in two in the first place, if it was her father’s death or something she did, but the mother no longer seemed human and, to top it off, she got in the way of everything – it was like there were a thousand mothers but they were all made of wood and bristles. For a while she didn’t leave home except to talk to a man who gave her advice. That’s how her mother described it to the girl. Advice about what, she’d asked. Advice about how to not be sad, her mother had said. And then, one day, her mother brought that same man home, and he talked and smoked the whole time he was there. The girl had never heard so many big words in a row. Since then, he had been coming over every evening.

         The girl waits, silent, for her presence to be acknowledged. Her mother looks like a cut-out against the white door, and she seems smaller than before, as if she were shrinking. Maybe she’s transforming, too. As soon as her mother sees her, she reaches 9into her bag and produces something. An old book with a brown spine, coming slightly unstitched.

         ‘Look what I brought you,’ she announces, placing the book in the girl’s hands.

         The girl looks at the book, then at her mother, then back at the book, uncomprehending. On the cover there’s a drawing, some kind of ocean with gold-crested waves. A few pieces of the book are missing, as if a rabid animal had bitten into it.

         ‘It’s a very famous book,’ the mother says. Then she grabs it from the girl’s hands and points to some white letters. ‘Here, read.’

         The girl fidgets. Last year she got pretty good at sounding out words; she was one of the best in her class. But this year the letters pile up and trample each other, like they’re stampeding away. She stopped being good at reading and, consequently, stopped liking it. Still, it’s the first time her mother has given her anything since the father died, so she does her best.

         ‘Ma.’

         Her mother shakes her head, unimpressed.

         ‘Mo,’ the girl corrects herself.

         This time her mother nods and smiles her new smile, her post-father smile with no teeth. Maybe she doesn’t want to show them because she has decided they aren’t very pretty – the girl disagrees – or maybe she stopped for some other reason. It could be she’s trying to hide them because they’re growing longer, like the teeth of the guy in Wolf. Soon maybe they’ll have to chain her to the radiator like Jack Nicholson, so she doesn’t end up hurting anyone. The girl wonders if her mother would agree to being tied up, or if she’d rather remain unshackled and expose her daughter to the risk of her fangs. 10

         ‘Moni.’

         ‘Moby,’ her mother interrupts, ‘Moby-Dick. Do you like it?’

         The girl says she does, even though she’s not really sure. She hasn’t opened the book yet, but she has a funny feeling it won’t have any pictures. Plus it’s old and worn, as if it came from the rubbish. Maybe it’s a book for bigger kids, nine- and ten-year-olds. She is seven.

         ‘It’s from Pedro. It was his favourite when he was your age.’

         The girl doesn’t reply: it’s like her organs have frozen, her blood has suddenly thickened and stopped coursing through her body. Even as she holds the book, she feels her hands become paralysed and her fingers stiffen like porcupine quills. Then they start to tingle and go numb.

         ‘Go on, go tell him thank you.’ Her mother is trying to look happy, but her voice sounds empty and fake, like the voice of the woman who makes announcements over the intercom at school.

         The girl goes towards the living room and once again stops behind the doorframe. There he is, the new boyfriend, shrouded in a slate-coloured haze, making everything smell like smoke, like dirty rain, like a dirty dishcloth. He’s much older than her father, or at least that’s how it seems, and to her horror, every few minutes, a few tiny white flecks shake out of his beard. Sometimes she wonders if her mother can’t see them, or if she just pretends not to, or if the flecks are something only little girls like her can see and, if so, if she ought to alert her mother. She harbours a secret hope that, fleck by fleck, the man will eventually disappear. It’s possible he’s just a shell, that under the flecks there’s nothing but air. 11

         She mumbles a faint thank you that the new boyfriend can’t hear; he’s focused on the grey spirals rising from his mouth, watching them ascend and then sucking on his cigarette with even greater gusto so it looks like an arrow with a flaming tip. That’s when the mother calls to her – she must have finally noticed the table set for dinner.

         ‘What’s all this?’ she asks in a loud voice from the kitchen.

         The girl rushes through.

         ‘I made a romantic dinner for you.’

         The mother raises her eyebrows. Her pupils flick between the table and the girl: she registers the unappealing Chipsticks topped with raw garlic, the ColaCao-tinged cheese wedges, the inauspiciously fizzy cranberry juice. Then she smiles – that same weird new smile, that same unwillingness to show teeth – and walks towards the hall, barely lifting her feet off the floor. The mother has been walking differently since the father died. Her whole body has transformed, from her hair to the tips of her fingers. Now she walks more slowly, hunched over and with her head down, like she’s walking against the wind.

         ‘Pedro, come see,’ the girl hears her say, ‘Irene has made us a lovely dinner.’

         Wordlessly, the new boyfriend comes to the kitchen and observes the table, takes stock of every plate and glass. The girl thinks she notices a slight grimace of disgust on his face, but it’s hard to interpret anything under that beard. The new boyfriend comes with a built-in mask, concealing himself from everyone. It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t have to eat anything on the table.

         ‘It’s not for him,’ the girl declares, stepping away from the new boyfriend. 12

         Her mother frowns.

         ‘It’s for you and me, then?’

         The girl shakes her head, curls bouncing like a bouquet of springs. Then she lifts the wicker basket, pulls out the box she took from the bedside table, and opens it. Her mother instantly goes white, like marble and glass, as the girl extracts an A4-size photo from the box, a black-and-white portrait of her father. It used to be the mother’s favourite photo, the first one the father gave her after they met. The girl leans it against an empty glass on the table, behind a plate. The father smiles, optimistic and affable, just like when he was alive.

         ‘No, for you and Dad,’ she declares, defiantly looking straight at the new boyfriend. He meets her gaze but says nothing, and his lips even seem to twist into an incomprehensible smile. The mother, on the other hand, has grown deathly pale, so pale it seems like she’s been dead for years and this person standing before the girl may not be her mother at all, but rather, her mother’s ghost. The new boyfriend, without looking at the mother, pulls a cigarette from his blazer pocket. When the sound of his lighter breaks the silence, the mother comes to and sends the girl to her room, speaking in a tone she reserves for moments of overwhelming anger, when she can barely hold back the vitriol. The mother doesn’t swear, but she sits in one of the chairs and slams her palms down on the table, something she has never done before. The girl takes refuge in her room, turns off the overhead light and turns on her universe nightlight, which slowly revolves as it projects stars and planets and a moon all around the ceiling and upper walls. She hears her mother say something to the new boyfriend, but she 13can’t make out the words. He replies, lengthily, and then the girl hears the front door close.

         The new boyfriend, she surmises, has left.

         Him not spending the night is already a small victory. The girl doesn’t sleep at all on nights when the new boyfriend stays over, partly because she’s more aware of her own breath and every noise in the house, and partly because she won’t allow herself to sleep: she has to remain vigilant, alert. But that’s not the worst part. The worst part is that the whole time she feels like she has to pee, but when she musters enough courage to run down the hall to the bathroom, she can’t. The next day her business hurts – her father used to call everything hips to groin your business, regardless of what it was or if you were a boy or a girl: wipe your business, make sure you wash your business, if that boy says he wants to see your business again, tell him to look at his own! – and when she finally manages, it hurts like she’s peeing itching powder.

         The girl takes out a torch and flips through a colouring book while she waits for dinner time. But her mother never calls her downstairs. Every once in a while, she hears her crying, softly, like the girls do in the babysitter’s movies when they’re hiding in closets or attics, praying the baddy won’t find them. The girl wonders if she has done something terrible, if her mother, besides slapping her hands on the table, might do other new things, like, for example, never give her dinner again, or stop taking her to school or buying her clothes. It’s true they don’t do fun stuff anymore, like they used to when the father was alive, like having a picnic by the river or roller-skating to the plant nursery and picking out the best flowers for the balcony. But if on top of that the mother stops taking care 14of the basic functions of life, like feeding her and giving her an education, the girl doesn’t know what she’ll do. She’ll be even more alone, completely alone; she’ll have to wrap her belongings up in a tablecloth, tie it in a bow, and leave home. And the girl knows what happens to children who run away from home.

         After she’s been waiting for more than an hour, the girl hears an abrupt laugh. It’s a mutant laughter: at first it’s timid, then a little more confident, wide and clean like the surface of an ice rink. It’s been a while since the mother laughed like that, and the sound isn’t immediately recognisable. The girl gets up and opens her bedroom door, but she doesn’t venture out. The mother is definitely laughing, a crystalline, youthful laugh. And she’s talking. Whole sentences, long and rhythmic like song lyrics, for the first time since the father died. The girl listens, attentive to the words: her mother talks about a vacation in Greece, something about an Indian restaurant where the food was too spicy, the beach house – the girl knows about the house, it belonged to her father’s parents until they sold it – they spent the night at when the car broke down while they were driving through the mountains. The girl listens to her asking question after question, replying to herself, laughing louder and louder, struggling to uncork a bottle of wine, filling glasses, laughing some more. Then she puts on music, songs the girl knows by heart, and drags a chair across the floor. The sound of the mother’s shoes, following the rhythm of the music, at first nimbly, but increasingly out of sync. When the girl falls asleep against the door jamb, wearing the same clothes she had on when the babysitter picked her up from school, the mother is still carrying on and laughing in the kitchen. 15

         Hours later, the girl wakes up in bed, tucked under blankets all the way to her chin, in her pink-and-grey fleece pyjamas.

         The mother raises the blinds and the bedroom floods with light that reflects in the eyes of the dolls and stuffed animals and exposes every speck of dust and every handprint on the window.

         ‘Time to get up, sleepyhead.’

         The mother’s face is puffy, especially her eyes, but she’s smiling with her teeth. The girl thinks she looks pretty. After kicking off the sheets, she sits up and lets the mother dress her in a green-and-pink plaid dress, her favourite, which she’s never allowed to wear to school. But when she looks out the window, she sees the sun is already high, above the building across the street. It can’t be eight o’clock, it must be later. She looks down at the dress, then lifts her head with a curious expression.

         ‘Get your skates,’ the mother says, ‘we’re taking the day off.’

         They have breakfast in the living room, the girl sinking her spoon into cereal with ColaCao, the mother humming, taking sips of her coffee. It’s a little cold because one of the windows is open, but at least it doesn’t smell like cigarettes. The mother hurries her along, All right, Irene, finish up so we can go. The girl gulps down enormous spoonfuls of cereal, milk dripping down her chin and threatening the dress. With breakfast still in her cheeks, she stands up and runs to the kitchen to leave her bowl in the sink. You have to rinse it – her father taught her – so the milk doesn’t dry up and cling to the porcelain like wet talcum powder. Before leaving, the girl looks at the kitchen table: the photograph of the father is still in its place, flanked by two dirty wine glasses, one cheese wedge, and Chipstick crumbs. 16

         The mother sings to herself as she drives, bopping her head. For the first time ever, she lets the girl sit up front, doesn’t check to see if she’s fastened her seat belt or closed the door all the way. Every few minutes, she looks over at her daughter and tries to get her to sing. The girl thinks her mother is prettier and prettier, though not in her usual way. Her prettiness is a little unsettling, as if her eyes have grown bigger and the curls in her hair have tightened. Her skin is also shinier, coated in a thin layer of luminous sweat the girl has never seen before. The car careens down highways that are longer and emptier than the girl could have imagined. She isn’t bold enough to ask where they’re going. She’s afraid she might do something, although she doesn’t know what, to revert her mother to her former state. Then they reach the desert, a desert the girl has seen before because her father used to drive her out there so they could ride their mountain bikes, always with a backpack full of water bottles. ‘You can’t mess about in the desert,’ he used to tell her. ‘Out here there’s no one to help you.’ The mother takes a right exit and stops the car. All around them is red earth, dry earth, wind-tossed earth that gets in your eyes and mouth. The girl sits on the ground and takes off her shoes, which the mother places directly in her handbag without putting them in a plastic bag first like she usually does, so the soles don’t come into contact with the rest of her possessions. Then she takes the roller skates out of the car, unlaces them, and fits them onto the girl’s feet. They feel snugger than they used to, they’re not her size anymore, but she doesn’t say anything. The mother laughs as she ties up the skates with a knot that’s too tight and cuts off the girl’s circulation. When she sits up, the mother grabs her hand and takes off, pulling 17her daughter along. The skates, too close-fitting against the girl’s shins, rattle against the packed earth. The mother spins round and round, laughing so hoarsely that it comes more from her chest than her mouth, and each time her face changes a little, so much that she doesn’t exactly look like the mother anymore, but her negative, a weird copy the girl doesn’t understand. She wants to say the skates are hurting her, that it’d be better if they bought new ones that don’t rub against her skin so tightly or grip her toes so painfully. But the girl doesn’t say anything, and she can’t stop the mother from tugging her over the earthen rink, propelling her towards the unknown. 18

      

   


   
      
         
19
            THAT TIME WITH THE SHOTGUN

         

         She’s a beautiful woman and, like all beautiful women – and many non-beautiful women too – she’s in a predicament. Two, really. The first, primordial predicament is her father. The second predicament is her husband, though until tonight, she couldn’t have said which of the two, husband or father, was worse. Perhaps because she’s beautiful or perhaps for some other reason, the men in her life have latched on to her like leeches; they’ve set roots in the woman, firmly securing her to the ground they share.

         The three live in the third housing estate on the 211 bus route, in a house with an asbestos roof, a narrow entrance and a jagged moat. The moat is a notable landmark to passers-by, mostly cyclists doing the Alfajarín-Villafranca route, and some even stop to take pictures with their phones. But that irregular ditch was never meant to be a moat, at least not in the medieval sense of the 20word: the husband had begun digging up the ground to build what he called an English forecourt, a sunken courtyard that allows light to reach the basement, though they have no basement, and, in any case, the region’s climate is the exact opposite of England’s. The husband abandoned the project after a few days, tired of the shovel and the hard ground, and the house’s footing remained exposed in a pitiful concrete striptease.

         Initiatives like this – impulsive, perplexing, dim-witted – have a way of springing half formed from the husband’s head. But he is not a diligent man, as the house’s exterior attests: the half-finished patio, the half-fenced garden, the right half of the roof bereft of tiles. It’s no better inside, where one corner of the living room is covered in a shamelessly artificial wood veneer and the rest of the walls are bare, cracked white plaster. The husband talks non-stop as he goes about his endeavours, as if the project du jour were of vital importance, only to give up almost immediately, disregarding the complaints of a wife who prays daily that she won’t discover another of his ventures when she gets home from work. She is the only member of the household with a job, though both husband and father are of working age and could certainly find gainful employment if they so desired. Unlike the husband, the father prefers to keep any thoughts that cross his mind to himself, presumably because their scarcity makes them a precious commodity. He seldom rises from his pleather chair, which is so old the stitching has given up the ghost and one of the arms is belching foam stuffing, yellowed from touch and nicotine. But once every few months, if he has banked enough energy, the father joins in household life. On these occasions, his energy melds with 21the husband’s, and the day invariably deteriorates, tumbling downhill like the home-made Wacky Races-inspired go-karts at the San Roque celebrations in Calatayud: shedding parts and, sooner or later, smashed to pieces.

         Today will be one of those days.

         There was that time the woman found them painting the exterior of the house bright orange so visitors can see it from the road and find it easier, even though they’ve never once had a visitor. And, even better, the paint they’d chosen – or, more likely, stolen, the woman thought – wasn’t meant to be used outdoors, and within a few days, the sun had bleached it a pale egg-yolk orange. Then there was that time with the petrol canisters, when she came home to find the patio crowded with tanks of butane under a tarp and the men celebrating their pillage of a nearby industrial unit. The next day, as she looked out of the window complaining of the wind and the heat, she saw police snooping around the estate. Hours later, she dragged the tanks out to a distant ridge where she thought they might be found. Sometimes the men’s strokes of genius even worked against them, like that time with the rats a few months ago: they decided to build a garden behind the house. The desert earth is hard, treacherous as a hired gun, so they resolved to grow their vegetables in beds of potting soil. They just had to build the beds. The father suggested yanking wooden slats off the garden shed the husband had put up the previous autumn. He’d never got around to giving it a roof, so the project never amounted to anything more than a shoddy, open-air box for bustards to nest in. They dislodged the slats one by one, built some beds, laid down iron mesh and drainage gravel, raked, then sowed, carrots, radishes and onions. 22It had seemed like a completed project, the only one of their undertakings with a happy ending, or at least an ending, after countless aborted initiatives. The father returned to his natural soporific state, seldom rising from his chair. The husband took to getting up early to inspect the garden, scanning the sky for clouds, spitting and cursing about the damn dustbowl. Despite stealing dozens of drums of water from a nearby petrol station, the husband couldn’t get the garden to grow and lost interest. A few months later, the ground was overrun with weeds, bugs and the odd vegetable – tiny, undernourished, soft to the point of rotting. Then, rats. Not many at first: two, four, six brown-grey balls scurrying freely through the compost, shitting and tunnelling to their hearts’ content. But before long they began reproducing, and within a month the garden had devolved into an orgiastic breeding ground. The husband, in a state of drunken enlightenment, roused the father with a glass of rum and several curt slaps:

         ‘We’ve gotta get cats,’ he said. The father merely nodded and downed his rum.

         They returned from the pound that same day with a carload of cats. The manager hadn’t asked questions: he was grateful to have more space for the steady trickle of stray dogs and litters of newborn kittens, eyelids sealed shut with conjunctivitis. The ten cats launched a voracious assault on the rodents the instant they were released into the garden. Some they ate outright, others they tortured for entertainment, catching them and then letting them go, giving their victims a taste of freedom before catching them again and whiling away a few pleasant minutes nibbling on their soft bodies, never biting quite hard enough to put the creatures 23out of their misery. They would strut around the garden bloody mouthed and self-satisfied, hissing and swatting at one another. At night they mated and covered the outside walls in piss. Desert air redolent of ammonia and dirty fur. The woman said nothing: she had learned long ago to live with the madness, even pretend not to notice it. But in a few weeks, after the father had clocked sufficient sleeping hours to return to the realm of the living, he and the husband finally decided to deal with the cats. Back to the pound they went, returning this time with a mastiff, Romulus, according to his collar. Romulus had strong, vice-like jaws, and muscles so pronounced they cast shadows on his fur. As soon as the men let him out of the car boot – on the journey home, he’d howled and thrashed around so hard he’d made the frame of the car shake – the cats darted away, across the road, up the hill and into the desert in a matter of seconds. Romulus, however, made no move to chase them. Instead, he grunted, inspected his new terrain, sniffed around, ate some compost and the scant rotten fruit lying around, his teeth black as shoe polish, then rummaged in the garden bed, unearthed a slat with his mouth and hurled it through the air, christening the skies with an effusion of translucent-brown drool. Abruptly, he fixed his eyes on the husband and father. And went after them. The husband was the first to react, unsurprising given the immersive lethargy in which the father lives. As the husband turned, he knocked over his father-in-law, who fell like a sack of flour. Romulus bolted past them, continuing to the road, where he leapt over the crash barrier and, baying with fury and lunging teeth-first at the legs of a terrified cyclist, vanished into the distance. 24

         ‘You tried to kill me!’ cried the father.

         ‘Like fuck I did,’ replied the husband, ‘you just fell cos you’re old. Cos you’re a fat, stupid old man.’

         Struggling to get up, the father grabbed a fistful of compost and flung it at the husband.

         ‘Eat shit, murderer!’

         The husband, cursing, wiped the compost from his eyes and pounced on the father, knocking him back into the garden, smothering his face and hair in black earth. The father resisted, expelled frothy gobs of saliva and, when the husband was sitting right on top of him, pissed in his pants. The husband got up – Pig! Sick! – and the father seized the opportunity to throw one more fistful of soil.

         When the woman got home, she found them slobbing around in the living room as usual: the father in his customary spot and the husband on a folding chair, both smeared up to their eyebrows in filth, their hair gritty and their faces a faecal brown. Like zombies who had risen from their graves to watch TV and eat Cheetos. She wondered if someday, perhaps, one or both might die.

         Today the woman leaves home at dawn, as she does every Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday. She works at a meat-packing plant ten kilometres away; a bus collects and returns workers from the estate and its neighbouring backwaters. Even though they occasionally clean the bus and keep the upper windows open almost 24/7, the inside smells like bowels and guts and sweat, and sometimes she feels the odour take solid form and slide into her throat like a wad of gum, a tangible thing she could chew and spit in someone’s face. Whenever this happens, 25she gets off before her stop and walks the rest of the way, even if she’s several kilometres from home. On Wednesdays she gets off at the estate before hers and takes a detour to the petrol station, where she likes to visit a young man with bright blue eyes during his shift. Neither the husband nor the father notices when she’s late: theirs is the hourless world of the unoccupied. Most of the other factory workers are women, nearly all of them married with kids. During their one break, they go out to a wide, flat courtyard with no tables or benches, smoke, talk about husbands who can’t find work ‘and you know that gets them down and drinking’, even though their very own meat-packing plant is always hiring for positions that are invariably filled by more women. The break lasts only twenty minutes, but at that time of day the sun is so high and strong that many of the women’s cheeks and noses are peppered with sunspots, and the faces of the most veteran ones have transformed into mappa mundi in orange and ochre. Though she seldom has reason to look her best, the woman is vain by nature, and every day before she goes to the courtyard, she puts on an old red visor to protect her complexion. Now, walking home from the petrol station, she wears the visor like a bracelet, her wrist in the adjustable back loop, her other hand holding a cigarette. Her shadow on the tarmac looks like a lanky insect, with one normal head and another protruding, tumour-like, from her arm. She steps briskly along the hard shoulder, not looking back at the vehicles approaching from behind. She’s no longer afraid of walking on the road, of the whistling cars or the wolf-whistling drivers. Between drags, she brings her right forearm to her nose and inhales deeply: her skin smells different after a visit to the blue-eyed attendant, 26still like flesh and sweat but now brilliantly alive, perhaps the only smell that could mask the stench of the evisceration line. If the woman knew the word ‘antithesis’, she would say the petrol station attendant is the antithesis of her husband: he’s young and attractive and looks like he has many years of good health ahead of him, he chews with his mouth shut even when it’s just gum, he puts cigarette butts out in the ashtray by the door so as not to dirty the floor. The husband, if he worked at the petrol station, would have already caused an explosion smoking by the pump. Sometimes the woman is grateful he doesn’t have a job.
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