
SANTA

 Translated to english 

 FEDERICO GAMBOA 


TO JESÚS F. CONTRERAS,  sculptor 

 Don't  think  I'm  a  saint,  just  because  that's  what  I  called myself. Don't think I'm a loose woman like the Lescauts or the Gauthiers, just because of the way I live. 

I  was  dirt  and  I  am  dirt;  my  triumphant  flesh  lies  in  the cemetery. 

Rejected  by  people  of  good  conscience,  I  sneak  into  your workshop  in  the  hope  that,  taking  pity  on  me,  you  will  feel  me and search me until you come across something I carried inside me, deep inside, which I imagine was my heart, because it beat and ached with the injustices I suffered... 

Don't  tell  anyone—they  would  mock  and  be  horrified  by me—but imagine! At the Health Inspectorate, I was a number; in the brothel, a piece of rentable junk; on the street, a rabid animal that anyone could chase; and everywhere, a wretch. 

When I laughed, they scolded me; when I cried, they didn't believe my tears, and when I loved, the only two times I loved, they terrified me in one instance and vilified me in the other. 

When, tired of suffering, I rebelled, they imprisoned me; when I fell ill, they didn't feel sorry for me, and even in death I found no rest; some doctors tore my body apart body, without relieving it, my poor body bruised and withered by the bestial lust of an entire vicious metropolis... 

Take  me  in  and  resurrect  me,  what  does  it  cost  you...? 

Haven't you taken in so much mud, and infused it, haven't you achieved  applause  and  admiration...?  They  say  that  artists are  compassionate  and  good...  My  spirit  is  so  in  need  of  a pittance of affection! 

May I stay in your studio...? Will you wait for me? 

In payment—I died destitute and left nothing behind—I will confess  my  story  to  you.  And  you  will  see  how,  even  if  you are  convinced  that  I  was  guilty,  just  hearing  it  will  make  you weep with me. You will see how you forgive me, oh, I am sure of it, just as I am sure that God has forgiven me! 

So much for the heroine. 

For my part, I repeat—not for you, but for the public—what the  master  of  Auteuil  declared  when  his   Fille  Elisa   was published:

Ce  livre,  j’ai  la  conscience  de  l’avoir  fait  austère  et chaste, sans que jamais la page échappée à la nature délicate et brûlante de mon sujet, apporte autre chose à l’esprit de mon lecteur qu’une méditation e triste. 

F. G. 


Part One


Chapter One

"Here  we  are,"  said  the  coachman,  stopping  the  horses abruptly,  which  shook  their  heads,  annoyed  by  the  sudden movement. 

The  woman  leaned  out,  looked  to  either  side  of  the  door, and,  as  if  unsure  or  not  recognizing  the  place,  asked  in surprise:

"Here...! Where...?" 

The  coachman,  looking  at  her  scornfully  from  the  driver's seat, pointed with his outstretched whip:

"There, at the end, that closed door." 

The  woman  jumped  out  of  the  carriage,  from  which  she took  a  small  bundle;  she  reached  into  the  pocket  of  her petticoat and handed the driver a coin:

"Take your payment." 

Very  slowly  and  without  taking  his  eyes  off  her,  the coachman  stood  up,  took  several  coins  out  of  his  trousers, counted  them  on  the  roof  of  the  vehicle,  and  finally  returned her coin:

"It's  not  enough;  you'll  pay  me  again  when  you  need  me  in the afternoon. I'm from San Juan de Letrán, number 317, and I have a red flag. Just tell me your name..." 

"My name is Santa, but take your payment; I don't know if I'll stay in that house... Keep all the money," she exclaimed after a brief reflection, eager to end the incident. 

And without waiting any longer, she set off quickly, bowing her  head,  her  whole  body  half-hidden  under  the  shawl  that was slipping from her shoulders, as if she were ashamed. 

To  be  there  at  that  hour,  with  so  much  light  and  so  many people who were surely watching her, who surely knew what she was going to do. Almost without realizing that to her right was  a  neglected,  anemic  garden,  or  that  to  her  left  was  a dubious-looking, unsavory-looking inn, she continued on until she  knocked  on  the  closed  door.  She  did  notice,  vaguely, something  that  resembled  stunted,  patchy  grass;  dwarf bushes and the occasional tree trunk; she did smell food and liquor,  hear  the  murmur  of  men's  voices  and  laughter;  she even thought she saw something—but she didn't want to find out by stopping or turning her head — several of them were gathered in the doorway, staring at her without restraint and making loud, rude comments about her gait and manners. Completely stunned, she vented her frustration on the door knocker, striking it three times each time she rang the bell. 

The truth is that no one, apart from the idle regulars at the fonducho,  paid  any  attention  to  her;  because  although  the neighborhood  is  lively  and  not  very  tolerable  at  night,  during the  day  it  works  hard,  earning  its  livelihood  with  the  same decorum  as  any  other  part  of  the  city.  Small  industries abound;  there  is  a  regular  workshop  for  sepulchral monuments; two Italian copper smiths; a French dry cleaner's with  large  signs  and  an  enormous  brick  chimney;  inside,  in the  courtyard,  a  coal  yard,  always  black,  giving  off  a  fine, stubborn  dust  that  sticks  to  passersby,  irritating  them  and forcing them to quicken their pace and shake themselves off with  their  handkerchiefs.  On  one  corner,  painted  in  tempera, stands La Giralda, a modern butcher's shop with three doors, artificial  stone  flooring,  a  marble  and  iron  counter,  with  very thin pillars so that the air can circulate freely; with large scales that dazzle with their cleanliness; with its hanger metallic,  semicircular,  from  whose  thick  hooks  hang  the headless  carcasses,  immense,  split  open  down  the  middle, displaying  the  dirty  white  of  their  ribs  and  the  disgusting bloody red of fresh, freshly killed meat; with clouds of restless, voracious  flies,  and  one  or  two  burly,  shaggy-haired,  strong stray  mastiffs  lying  on  the  sidewalk,  not  fighting,  dozing  or watching  for  fleas  with  their  eyes  fixed,  their  ears  pricked, very close to the mouth of the invaded place, patiently waiting for  the  scraps  and  waste  they  are  given.  On  the  opposite corner, with barbaric murals, a bundle of banners at the very angle of the walls of both streets and zinc galleries on each of the  doors,  you  can  see  La  Vuelta  de  Los  Reyes  Magos,  the accredited store of the famous Santa Clara and the unrivaled San Antonio Ametusco. In addition to the garden, which has a circular  fountain  with  a  primitive  jet  that  spouts  incessantly and tirelessly, despite the furious attacks of the water carriers and  the  neighborhood,  who  carelessly  spill  more  than  is necessary,  leaving  the  edges  and  surroundings  constantly soaked; in addition to this garden, the street boasts up to five well-appointed houses, with three and four stories, openwork balconies,  and  plaster  cornices;  it  is  crossed  by  tram  tracks; its  pavement  is  made  of  compressed  cement  cobblestones, and, due to its length, it has three electric lights. 

Ah!  Opposite  the  garden  that  hides  the  brothels,  there  is also a municipal school for children... 

With such diverse elements and, as it was around noon that day, the street was bustling with activity and full of life. The sun, a late August summer sun, was shining brightly, reflecting off the rails  and  creating  a  faint      evaporation      from      along            the edges   of   the   sidewalks wet from the previous day's rain. The trams, with the jingle of their  mules'  collars  galloping  and  the  hoarse  clamor  of  their drivers' horns, glided along with a strident muffled noise, very bright,  very  painted  in  yellow  or  green,  depending  on  their class,  filled  with  passengers  whose  headdresses  and  heads were  barely  distinguishable,  turned  toward  the  person  sitting next  to  them,  bent  over  an  open  newspaper,  or  distractedly contemplating,  in  forced  profile,  the  fleeting  facades  of  the buildings. 

From  the  workshop  where  Italian  copper  smiths  crafted sepulchral monuments and La Giralda, the sounds of chisels striking  marble  and  granite  alternated  with  the  rhythmic hammering  of  copper  pots  and  pans  and  the  echo  of butchers'  axes  falling  sometimes  on  animals  and  sometimes on  the  stone  of  the  chopping  block.  Street  vendors  shouted out  their  wares,  cupping  their  hands  around  their  mouths, standing  in  the  middle  of  the  street  and  looking  in  all directions. Passersby described moderate curves so as not to bump into each other; and escaping from the open balconies of  the  school,  fragments  of  children's  voices  hovered, reviewing the syllabary with a monotonous chant:

"B-a, ba; b-e, be; b-i, bi; b-o, bo..." 

As  they  were  slow  to  open  the  door  for  Santa,  he involuntarily  turned  to  look  at  the  ensemble  again;  but  when the  formidable  ringing  of  the  twelve  o'clock  bells  exploded  in the  Cathedral,  when  the  steam  whistle  of  the  French  dry cleaners  sent  a  straight  column  of  white  smoke  into  the  air, accompanied  by  a  distressing  and  shrill  whistle,  and  its workers  and  those  from  other  workshops,  pulling  up  their blue,  filthy  smocks  and  lighting  their  cigarettes  with  their stained hands, began to pour out onto the street and obstruct the  sidewalk  as  they  said  goodbye  with  swear  words,  the serious ones shrugging their shoulders, and the vicious ones farmhand,  they  hurried  to  Los  Reyes  Magos;  when  the schoolchildren,  pushing  and  shoving  and  making  a  terrible racket,  books  and  blackboards  scattered  on  the  floor,  their ink-stained fingers wiping away momentary tears, caps flying and  mischievous  faces  masked  with  playful  joy,  then  Santa knocked on the door even harder. 

"What's  the  rush,  for  heaven's  sake...!  Doña  Pepa,  the manager...?" She's here, but she's asleep. 

"Well, I'll wait for her, don't wake her up," replied Santa, very relieved  to  have  escaped  the  curiosity  of  the  street,  "I'll  wait here, on the stairs..." 

And  she  really  did  sit  down  on  the  second  step  of  a  half-spiral stone staircase that started a few steps from the door. 

The  doorkeeper,  softened  by  Santa's  beauty,  first  smiled  an ape-like smile, then subjected her to a malicious interrogation: Was  she  going  to  stay  with  her,  in  that  house?  Where  had she been before? 

"You're not from Mexico..." 

"Yes,  I  am,  that  is,  not  from  the  capital,  but  from  very  close by. I'm from Chimalistac... below San Angel," she added by way of explanation, "you can get there by train... Don't you know...?" 

The  doorkeeper  only  knew  San  Angel  because  of  its annual  fairs,  which  she  sometimes  attended  with  the "patroness," who was addicted to gambling. Captivated by the figure of Santa, with her innocent and simple appearance, she approached  her  until  she  leaned  her  elbow  on  the  railing  of the staircase itself; almost saddened to see her there, inside the  den  that  fed  her;  a  den  that  in  a  very  short  time  would devour  that  beauty  and  that  young  flesh  that  was  surely unaware of all the horrors that awaited her. 

"Why are you going to throw yourself into this life...?" 

Santa did not answer, because at that very moment there was  the  sound  of  a  window  being  thrown  open  and  a  very Spanish female voice:

"Eufrasia! Order two large anise liqueurs with sparkling water at Paco's; tell him they're for me..." 

Santa's interlocutor shrugged her shoulders, as if resigned to  suffering  from  an  incurable  ailment;  she  showed  "the  new girl"  into  the  small  living  room,  and  without  further  ado,  she went  out  to  run  the  errand,  not  without  criticizing  the  lack  of coins with a loud, sharp slam of the door. 

As if the request for the two anise liqueurs were a warning bell,  the  whole  house  woke  up,  strangely,  very  slowly,  the singing  confused  with  shouted  orders;  the  laughter  with suspicious clattering; the opening and closing of windows with the  sound  of  water  falling  into  invisible  buckets;  the  laughter of  men  with  the  occasional  insolent,  brutal,  brazen,  hoarse sound  coming  from  a  female  throat  and  splitting  the  air immodestly...  Santa  listened  in  shock,  and  her  very  shock was part of the reason she did not follow her first impulse to escape and turn back—if not to her home, because that was already impossible—then at least to some other place where such  things  were  not  said.  But  she  didn't  dare  move,  afraid that  they  would  discover  her  or  that  a  creak  from  her  chair would give her away to those men and women who could be sensed there, inside the rooms of the building, in nakedness and  strange  encounters.  So  she  didn't  notice  Eufrasia's return, and was startled when she approached her, saying:

"Would you like to see Doña Pepa? She's awake now." 

Still  confused,  she  followed  the  maid  upstairs;  with  her,  she crossed two dark, foul-smelling corridors, a room with two beds, the carpet still—perhaps—belonging to the maids perhaps—and in the air, pungent smells of wine and tobacco. 

In a corner, an unlocked upright piano displayed its keyboard, which  in  the  dim  light  looked  like  a  monstrous  set  of  teeth. 

Then Santa crossed a corridor; she heard the sizzling of food frying in a pan very close by, although she couldn't tell exactly where it was coming from; she went down a staircase, and in the corner of the tiny courtyard, they passed in front of a door with frosted glass. 

"Ma'am,"  Eufrasia  shouted  as  she  knocked  on  the  door, "here's the 'new one'." 

A deep voice answered from inside the room:

"Come in, dear, come in, just push..." 

Eufrasia  herself  pushed,  the  door  gave  way,  and  Santa, whom no one could see in the darkness of the closed room, crossed the threshold. 

"Come closer, little girl... Careful...! Yes, it's a table. But come closer,  over  there,  on  the  right,  that's  it,  come  closer  to  the bed..." 

Santa  approached  the  bed,  barely  able  to  see,  guided  by the  words  she  heard  and  moving  forward  only  with  great caution  and  many  pauses.  She  was  struck  by  the  words  of this woman she did not yet know, as well as by the persistent snoring of the burly man, which did not cease even when her knees bumped against the edge of the bed. 

"So  you're  the  one  from  the  countryside?"  asked  Pepa,  half sitting up on the pillows, which were so starched and clean that they  sounded  as  if  they  were  made  of  brittle  material.  "And what's  your  name?  Wait,  wait,  don't  tell  me...  I  already  know, Elvira told us..." 

"My  name  is  Santa,"  she  replied  with  the  same mortification with which she had declared it to the coachman a short time before. 

"That's right, Santa," Pepa repeated, laughing, "how funny...! 

Santa...!  Just  your  name  alone  will  bring  you  money,  I'm  sure; it's quite a name... 

And  as  she  laughed,  the  springs  of  the  bed  creaked unpleasantly. The snoring suddenly stopped. 

Pepa's  spontaneous  laughter  did  not  offend  Santa,  who smiled  in  the  shadows  that  sheltered  her,  long  accustomed  to her  name  producing—at  least  in  the  first  moments—a  similar result: either disbelief or surprise. 

"But, girl," exclaimed Pepa, who had begun to touch her as if by  accident,  "how  hard  you  are...!  You  seem  to  be  made  of stone...! What a little Saint! 

And her expert hands, the hands of a prostitute aged by her trade,  rested  and  lingered  with  intelligent  complacency  on  the voluptuous  curves  of  the  newcomer,  who  jumped  up,  her  face burning  and  wanting  to  cry  or  lash  out  at  the  woman  who allowed herself such a light examination. 

"What's  going  on?"  asked  the  handsome  man  lying  next  to Pepa. 

"The new girl has arrived. Go to sleep." 

"The  new  girl...!  The  new  girl...!"  And  he  could  be  heard stretching  as  he  turned  toward  the  wall  and  laughing  quietly  to himself. 

Pepa  jumped  out  of  bed  and  went  to  open  the  window shutters  with  the  confidence  of  someone  treading  familiar ground. The room was flooded with light. 

Ah!  The  grotesque  figure  of  Pepa,  despite  the  long nightgown  that  covered  the  ravages  of  vice  and  age!  Her withered  flesh,  exuberant  in  the  places  that  men  love  and squeeze, seemed not to be hers or that it was they were about to abandon her, as she was now invalid and useless  for  continuing  to  fight  the  daily,  bitter  battle  of  the brothels.  As  she  bent  down  to  pick  up  a  stocking;  as  she raised her bare arms to light a cigarette; as she plunged her face  and  neck  into  the  basin,  her  enormous  belly  of  an  old drinker,  her  limp,  bulging  breasts  of  a  Galician  peasant woman  swayed  disgustingly,  with  something  beastly  in  their swaying. Without the slightest hint of modesty, she continued with  her  morning  routine,  chatting  away  with  Santa,  who occasionally  responded  with  monosyllables.  Of  course,  he sympathized with her, as everyone did in the face of the girl's provocative  beauty,  a  beauty  that  was  made  even  more provocative  by  the  obvious  and  sincere  sweetness  that emanated  from  her  splendid,  semi-virginal  nineteen-year-old body. 

"I  bet   they've  told  you  horrible  things  about  us  and  our homes, haven't they...?" 

Santa  shrugged  and  cursed  in  the  air,  her  arms outstretched, a vague gesture... What did she know...? 

"I'm  coming,"  she  added,  "because  I  no  longer  fit  in  my house,  because  my  mother  and  siblings  have  kicked  me  out, because  I  don't  know  how  to  work,  and  above  all...  because  I swore I would stop doing this and they didn't believe me. I don't care if these houses and that life are as they say or worse... the sooner one ends, the better... Luckily, I don't love anyone..." And she began to look at the patterns on the carpet, her nose slightly dilated, her eyes on the verge of tears. 

Busy  rubbing  a  sponge  over  her  neck  and  cheeks,  Pepa nodded  without  saying  a  word,  recognizing  in  her  heart  of hearts, as a vulgar and practical woman, yet another victim in that  complaining  and  angry  girl,  who  was  undoubtedly suffering terribly from some recent abandonment. 

The eternal and cruel story of the sexes in their alternating and the inevitable coming together and drifting apart, drawing close with  kisses,  caresses,  and  promises,  only  to  separate,  little  by little,  with  ingratitude,  spite,  and  tears...!  Pepa  knew  this  story, she had read it; it had not always been so—and she pointed to her  dead  charms,  which  now  barely  served  to  chain  a  human bull, like the one lying in her own bed, drunk as a skunk, ending his  miserable  life  without  trade  or  profit,  a  fugitive  or  escapee from God knows how many prisons,  with the money she, Pepa, earned, peso by peso and at the expense of... a lot of things. 

"Would you like to have a drink with me?" she said, taking a  bottle  of  white  liquor  out  of  her  cupboard.  "Here,  don't  be silly;  this  is  the  only  thing  that  gives  us  the  strength  to  stay awake... Isn't that right? Well, you'll get used to it." 

He  drained  his  full  glass,  standing  next  to  Santa,  who didn't  miss  a  beat,  and  continued  his  sudden  outburst  of confidences, which began with the motive of imposing himself on the neophyte and was followed by an internal need to vent from time to time what he had seen and suffered; to unburden himself a little; to let that kind of stagnant, putrid water spread with his talk and go on to flood other hearts and other women, without  hiding  from  him  that  they  didn't  give  a  damn  about him. 

—You yourself, who now see me and hear me with horror, will not appreciate this either. You feel healthy, young, with a wound deep in your soul, and you are not satisfied; you also want  your  body  to  pay  for  it...  but  disappointment  is  often bitter, my child; the body tires and becomes ill... they will flee from you and you will become like me, a pitiful sight, look... 

And immodestly she lifted her nightgown, with a tragic, sad gesture, and Santa looked, indeed, at her nervous,  almost  straight;  deformed,  worn  thighs,  and  a sagging, discolored belly with deep wrinkles that split it across its  entire  width,  like  those  exhausted  lands  that  have  yielded harvest after harvest, blindly enriching the owner, and which in the end lose their secret and irreplaceable sap, retaining only the mark of the plow, like a shameful and perpetual scar. 

I was very attractive, believe me, as much or more than you, and yet I find myself in a terrible situation, reduced to taking care of  a  house  like  this,  and  thank  you  for  that;  reduced  to  being tolerated and supposedly loved by  that man, who is no longer a man  or  anything  else,  who  is  a  ruin  just  like  me...  who  talks about  things  that  don't  matter  to  me,  like  a  chatterbox.  Don't listen  to  me,  what  nonsense!  And  don't  tell  the  others  that  I've lectured you... I'll put on my robe, see? My shoes in a moment, like this; I'll grab my shawl     and     me     I'm leaving     with you, let's go...   Ah,   wait...! 

Diego! Diego...! I'm leaving, man... The Catalan is there, yes, in the bathroom. 

"You're  leaving,  and  why  are  you  leaving?"  stammered  the big  man,  who  closed  his  eyes,  squinting  hard  against  the streams of light coming in through the door and window. 

"Because this child has to be taken to the registry office and bathed  and  prepared  for  the  night.  Haven't  you  seen  the  same thing a hundred times before? 

"Go  on  and  get  yourself  killed,  you  pig,  you  and  the   new one,"  he  emphasized,  chuckling  under  his  breath  a  second time. "Pass me the brandy, sweetheart..." 

In  a  truly  somnambulistic  state,  Santa  set  off  in  pursuit  of Pepa.  They  left  through  a  different  doorway;  skirted  the  little garden Santa had glimpsed when she arrived; got into a car that seemed to be waiting for them; Pepa gave an order, and off they went, racing down several streets, turning the corner of this one, stopping in the middle of that one, dodge  a  car,  momentarily  draw  level  with  a  tram;  and  many vehicles, many people, much sun, much noise... 

Pepa  smoked,  smiling,  paying  no  attention  to  Santa,  to whom  she  had  just  confided  some  of  her  bitterness  as  an inveterate sinner. Suddenly, the carriage stopped at the edge of  another  small  garden  separating  two  churches  opposite  a large  park,  the  Alameda—if  Santa's  memory  served  her correctly—and  Petra,  looking  very  serious  and  authoritative, warned her:

"Be  careful  and  don't  contradict  me,  you  hear?  I'll  answer whatever needs to be answered, and you let them do whatever they want to you..." 

"Do whatever they want to me...! Who...?" 

"You fool! If it's nothing bad, it's the doctors, who may insist on examining you, do you understand?" 

"But I'm fine and healthy, I swear to you." 

—Even  if  you  are,  silly  girl,  this  is  ordered  by  the authorities  and  must  be  obeyed;  I  will  make  sure  they  don't examine you. 

Come on, let's go... 

From then until suppertime, Santa muddled the events; her poor  memory,  as  if  it  had  been  bruised,  retained  certain precise  and  clear  details,  but  distorted  others,  the  most important ones, rather than those of little significance. Lying in the  bed  they  gave  her—a  bronze  double  bed  with  soft mattresses  and  more  gold  on  the  columns  and  railings  than the  chapel  in  her  village—a  terrible  headache  forced  her  to keep  her  eyes  closed  for  two  hours.  She  couldn't  remember what  the  doctors  had  done  to  her  during  the  examination, which  they  finally  carried  out  after  exceptional      insistence; remembered a lithographic portrait better,  inside  a  varnished  wooden  frame,  of  a  very strange  man  wearing  a  military  uniform  and  a  bandana  tied around  his  head;  she  remembered  the  glasses  of  one  of  the doctors, which kept slipping down his nose; she remembered the  vulgar  features  of  a  nurse  who  looked  at  her,  looked  at her  as  if  he  wanted  to  eat  her  up...  Nothing  about  the examination itself; they made her lie down on a kind of table covered with somewhat grubby oilcloth; they poked her with a metal device and... nothing else, yes, nothing else... Also, the room smelled very bad, like what you put under the bed of the dead, like this... What was it called...? Yoto, yolo... Ah! "yogroformo,"  a  foul-smelling,  sweetish  thing  that  makes  you dizzy and catches in your throat. 

What  she  did  remember  perfectly  was  that,  when  she  sat up  and  adjusted  her  dress,  the  doctors  addressed  her informally  and  even  made  crude  jokes,  which  made  Pepa laugh loudly and angered her, as she did not recognize these gentlemen's right to mock a woman... 

As the other term, the one that now applied to her, came to mind  at  the  same  time,  she  closed  her  eyes  tighter,  covered the ear not protected by the pillow firmly with her hand, drew her  legs  up,  bending  her  knees,  and  yet  the  word  came  and whipped  her  temples  and  her  entire  skull  from  within, increasing her headache. 

"She wasn't a woman, no; she was a...!" 

For  the  second  time  in  her  tragic  journey,  she  was overcome by the temptation to leave, to flee, to return to her village and her corner, with her family, her birds, her flowers... where  she  had  always  lived,  from  where  she  never  thought she  would  leave,  and  cast  out  by  her  brothers,  less...  What would they do without her? Had they forgotten her so soon...? 

It distressed her so much to imagine being forgotten that she sat down abruptly. 

The  edge  of  the  bed,  her  hands  fallen  onto  the  dress  in  the hollow that her half-open legs indicated; her feet not touching the  carpet,  rocking  mechanically  and  unconsciously,  and  her gaze  fixed,  fixed  on  the  village,  on  the  humble  and  cheerful home decorated with bellflowers, heliotropes, and ivy, stained by her, to which she would never return, never, ever. 

She felt so miserable and abandoned that she hid her face in the pillow, warm from having supported her head, and began to cry profusely, with deep sobs that shook her beautiful, hunched body;  a flood of tears that came from a multitude of sources: her peasant childhood, a touch of hysteria, and the secret grief she felt for her unfortunate, dead purity. 

The  nervous  tension  brought  on  by  crying  and  the  energy expended  throughout  the  day  made  her  drowsy,  giving  her  a semblance  of  sleep  very  similar  to  that  of  children  when  they suffer;  with  final  sobs  and  intermittent,  lingering  sighs  that suddenly burst forth and in a second vanish and evaporate, as if they  were  finally  reunited  with  the  pain  that  engendered  them and  has  just  abandoned  us.  Hence,  she  was  unaware  of  the uncertain  noises  that  such  things  offer  in  the  afternoons,  or  of the  even  more  dubious  visitors  who  frequent  them:  jewelry dealers  of  dubious  origin;  bullfighters  who  are  not  admitted  at night  so  as  not  to  alarm  the  paying  parishioners,  who  fear  that every  individual  with  a  ponytail  is  a  murderer;  decent  young people taking their first steps on the joyful and sinful path; model husbands  and  fathers  of  large  families,  who  cannot  do  without the sour taste of a fruit     that     they learned     to     bite     and to     taste     when small; in love of those women, who long to find them alone and create the illusion that only they possess them, even though the tasks to be done and the dark circles under their eyes and pallor of their owners give them away the battles of the night before, the sale of caresses and the excesses of lust. 

 A confused, distant murmur rose from the street, thanks to the garden that separated the house from the stream and the fact that Santa's room was interior and high, with its pair of darned knitted curtains hanging from the windows and facing an irregular panorama of roofs and rooftops;  a fantastic immensity of chimneys, water tanks, flower pots and clothes hanging out to dry, unexpected staircases and doors, temple towers, flagpoles flags and signs of monstrous characters; of distant balconies whose glass, at that distance, seemed to shatter, struck by the slanting rays of the sun already descending between the pinnacles and crests of the mountains, which ultimately limited the horizon. 

Someone calling imperiously interrupted Santa's drowsiness. 

"Who  is  it?"  she  asked  irritably,  without  leaving  her  bed, propping herself up on one elbow. 

But  when  she  recognized  the  voices  of  Pepa  and  the landlady, she got up to open the door. 

The landlady, Elvira, whom she hadn't seen since the San Angel fair, when she sweetly persuaded her to come and live in  her  house,  was  wearing  a  loose  dressing  gown,  always mannish  in  her  intonation  and  manners,  with  a  thick  cigar between  her  lips  and  hazelnut-sized  diamonds  in  her  ears. 

Even more authoritative than Pepa, she confronted Santa:

"So  you  didn't  want  to  have  lunch  and  you've  spent  the afternoon  locked  up  here...?  I'll  excuse  you  this  once,  but  don't let it happen again, do you understand? We're not here to make whatever  we  want,  you're  not  in  charge  anymore;  why  did you come here...? They're going to bring you a silk robe and silk  stockings  too,  and  a  very  fine  shirt,  and  some embroidered slippers... Has she bathed yet?" she asked, turning to Pepa.

"Wonderful! Never mind, when you get dressed tonight to go down to the lounge, you'll wash again; lots of water, my dear, lots of water..." 

And she continued, somewhere  between  scolding  and advising,  listing  for  Santa  the  essential  hygiene  measures  that must  be  taken  in  order  to  minimize  the  risks  of  the  profession. 

She  said  it  all  with  extraordinary  poise  and  knowledge,  not allowing  herself  to  be  interrupted,  forbidding  her  with  a  gesture or  a  glance  when  the  need  to  catch  her  breath  cut  her  speech short.  Without  shame  or  hesitation,  she  called  the  greatest atrocities  by  their  true  names;  this  should  be  done  in  such  and such a way, and that in such and such a way; the weakness of some  men  lies  here,  and  that  of  others  there;  there  are  a thousand  pretences  which,  although  repugnant  at  first,  must nevertheless  be  exploited...  A  complete  catechism;  a  perfected and  roguish  manual  for  the  modern  prostitute  and  the  elegant house.  Her  recommendations,  commands,  and  advice  were hardly  immoral  in  their  sheer  nakedness;  rather,  she  wrapped them  in  such  plainness  and  naturalness  that,  listening  to  her, you would take her for an austere English governess lecturing a clumsy  pupil.  Only  occasionally  did  a  dissonant  and  energetic phrase—spoken with excessive carelessness—come along and break the spell. What  governess,  what  nonsense!  An  aging  prostitute,  foul  in body and soul, who could only nurture these theories, sustain them,  and  induce  their  practice!  In  the  course  of  his  speech, he  sat  down  next  to  Santa,  and  noticing  her  terror,  with  the skills of a conjurer, he hastened to show her the other side of the coin; what a surprise! The lion wasn't so fierce after all, quite the contrary, and her way of life was  ultimately  more  acceptable  and  comfortable  than  many others. 

"In  the  hospital,  they  only  stop  the  lipendis;  I  mean,  the reckless  and  foolish  ones,"  he  corrected,  seeing  the  look  on Santa's face when she heard that Flemish term, "but the one who  doesn't  suck  her  thumb  and  knows  what  she's  got  and what  she's  worth  in  time,  I  laugh  at  hospitals  and  prisons.  With  looks  like  yours,  you  can  go  anywhere,  you  know,  and have  a  car  and  jewelry  and   money,  I  mean,  cash,  which  is what  we  call  it,  you  understand  me,  right?  Men...?  Men...! Men  are  a  bunch  of  pigs  and  wretches  who,  no  matter  how much  they  rage  and  shout,  can't  do  without  their indecencies... 

Then, after a pause, she continued thoughtfully:

"The worse we are, the more they love us, and the more we deceive them, the more they follow us and cling to the idea that we  must  love  them  as  they  desire...  Do  you  know  why  they prefer  us  to  their  girlfriends  and  wives,  why  they  sacrifice themselves for us? Don't  you  know...?  Well,  precisely  because  they  are  honest —those who are—and we are not; that's why. We know very well how  to  be  different,  we  provoke,  sometimes  we  even  poison, and  they  don't,  they  know  the  same  thing  every  day,  and  they submit, and they tire them... 

Elvira  fell  silent,  Pepa  leaned  her  back  against  the wardrobe, and Santa, her heart pounding in her chest, bowed her head. 

What  she  saw  and  heard  made  her  completely  despair, disgusted her in advance. She was definitely leaving. 

"Well,  I'm  always  leaving!"  she  declared  very  seriously, standing up. 

"You're leaving, and where to...?" 

"Out  there,"  she  replied  with  greater  energy,  pointing  to  the patch of blue sky visible through the windows. 

Pepa  approached;  Elvira,  in  turn,  stood  up  and  together they  looked,  as  if  hypnotized,  toward  where  Santa  was pointing, with determination and firmness, at the patch of sky that the twilight was fading, through which a flock of swallows flew,  sketching  impossible  and  chimerical  polygons  against that blue background. 

Elvira  reacted  immediately,  regaining  her  habits  as  a forewoman  in  skirts  who  tolerates  no  hint  of  rebellion.  With her arms akimbo, her gaze angry and her face contorted, she turned  to  Santa  in  a  rage.  No  one  played  games  with  her  or mocked her either. 

—Save  your   nonsense   for  someone  else,  okay?  You're already  registered  and  numbered,  just  like  rental  cars,  for example...  You  belong  to  me,  as  much  as  you  belong  to  the police  or  the  health  service.  Imagine  if  you  were  to  leave now...!  You'd  end  up  in  jail!  Don't  tempt  me,  because  it  will cost  you  dearly...  I'm  the  only  one  in  charge  here  and everyone  has  to  obey...  I've  never  seen  such  a  stuck-up slut...! And tonight, be cheerful and friendly to those who pay; and  no  whining  or  ridiculous  fainting  spells,  because  the police chief and the gendarmes will make you go back to your agreement. 

As Elvira became exasperated, Santa became depressed, as  if  her  former  energy  had  been  broken  or  twisted. 

Fascinated by her boss's anger, she backed up until she was pressed  against  the  wall,  a  few  steps  away,  while  Elvira pursued her, grabbing her face with her hands and breathing her  stinking  breath  of  tobacco  and  recent  food  into  her  face, along with her insults. 

Pepa smoked. 

Her  eyes  wide  open  and  her  throat  dry,  Santa  gave  in  to that avalanche of swear words that, like whips, curled around her body; she gave in to that hydra that harassed her, ready to  sink  its  claws  into  her.  She  felt  broken,  defeated,  at  the unconditional  mercy  of  that  Spanish  woman  covered  in jewelry  and  without  a  shred  of  education,  who  belched  out "such"  and  "such,"  who  threatened  her  with  her  fist,  with  her gaze, with her attitude. 

"All  right,  ma'am,"  she  murmured,  capitulating,  "calm  down, I'm not going anywhere. Where do you want me to go...?" 

Pepa  thought  it  appropriate  to  intervene  and  approached the two women, caressing Santa's arms. 

"It's not pasture grass you're sporting there, my dear, it's a mane,  and  it  needs  to  be  sheared.  Come  on,  dry  those  big eyes of yours. 

Elvira  was  undoubtedly  waiting  for  someone  to  intervene, because she instantly became more human, lit the cigarette she had left between her fingers, and, taking Santa affectionately by the waist, led her to the sofa and, with a gentleness one would not have suspected in her, wiped away her tears. 

"She's  right  (Pepa),"  said  Elvira,  "you  need  to  get  over yourself. Look at you crying! And why? I don't mean you any harm, on the contrary; and I'll give you everything I promised you in your village, remember...? Isn't that enough? And right now, when you go down to eat, if you don't like something, tell Pepa  and  she'll  cook  you  something  else  that  you  like...  Be careful,  Pepa,  don't  let  anyone  tease  her  at  the  table.  Give her  some  of  my  wine  to  calm  her  nerves.  Tunanta!  Darling! Lift  your  face  and  kiss  me  as  a  sign  that  we  have  made friends...  I  want  to  see  you  in  your  campaign  uniform;  Pepa! Bring up the robe, nightgown, and slippers. 

There  was  no  remedy;  Santa  smiled  and  allowed  herself  to be  almost  dressed  by  Pepa  and  two  or  three  "pupils,"  who  had also been drawn in by the commotion. 

It  was  a  decent  maneuver,  watched  and  applauded  by Elvira, who did not take her eyes off her acquisition and who, with  silent  nods  of  approval,  seemed  to  approve  of  Santa's rapid  and  fragmentary  nudity:  a  shoulder,  a  curve  of  her breast, a piece of thigh, all a morbid pink color, barely shaded by  fine  dark  hair.  When  her  robe  slipped  and  she  moved violently  to  recover  it,  one  of  her  armpits  revealed,  for  a second, a patch of black, black hair... 

The customary meal at eight o'clock in the evening, usually quiet and sad—perhaps because the moment of the daily scuffle was approaching—turned into a party. No reproaches were exchanged reproaches or secret and mortal envy showed their faces, nor did irreconcilable jealousy appear in their already painted eyes; no obscene phrases came out, no mutual nicknames and mockery at servant. A  thegood-natured gaze of Elvira, who deigned to accompany her cattle as a gift  of the new cattle, developed a moderate joy and exaggerated composure; genuine female laughter was heard, without affectation or vulgarity; very passable jokes and the quiet clinking of cutlery. The dining room simulated a refectory very modest of some respectable educational institution. Elvira, touched, treated them all to her wine, which she had brought out especially for Santa. 

Pepa, very dignified in her role as manager, drank water, as ordinary usual; and La  Zancuda—a poor girl with a consumptive appearance—forgot to dip the sweet with her hand, as she used to do every night. At night. Suddenly, Eufrasia's voice, harsh and shrill, brought them back to reality from below. 

"Doña Pepa! There are some gentlemen here..." 

The  horrible  transition  that  Santa  witnessed!  As  if  driven  by their own momentum, the group of eight or ten women rose from their  seats,  knocking  over  chairs,  spilling  water  from  their glasses  onto  the  tablecloth,  after  rinsing  their  mouths  quickly while  standing  and  spitting  on  the  floor;  lighting  cigarettes  that they smoked hurriedly so as not to smell of food. They all rushed down the steep staircase, shouting and pushing each other—a veritable and unbridled attack on money—they all smoothed their hair, bit their lips until they turned bright red, pressed their elbows to their waists to make their breasts stand out; all of them swayed  their  hips  as  they  walked,  like  bullfighters  parading around the ring, and all of them deliberately dragged the heels of their shoes across the steps. Pepa descended slowly. 

"You  too,  come  down..."  Elvira  ordered  Santa,  "and depending on the customers, ask them for beer or  sampán (she meant   champagne),  but  make  sure  they  spend  money.  If  they come  into  the  room  with  you,  no  funny  business,  eh?  We'll  talk about that later." 

Santa  didn't  hear  the  end  of  the  order;  the  first  part,  the tremendous  "You  too,  go  down,"  made  her  tremble  as  if threatened by a real danger... although, undoubtedly, she had to  go  down,  fight  over  the  visitors,  force  them  to  spend money. 

She descended stiffly, more inclined to reject than to offer, experiencing  insurmountable  physical  revulsion.  Standing  in the  doorway  of  the  brightly  lit  room,  she  noticed  that  the patrons,  without  removing  their  hats,  were  joking  with  their female companions in word and deed companions;  she  saw  that  they  not  only  consented  to  the  rude phrases  and  clumsy,  lewd  groping,  but  also  provoked  them, asking  for  them  to  be  repeated  in  order  to  further  inflame  the male, spurred on by an ignoble desire for profit. 

A  loud  clap  of  thunder,  heralding  the  downpour  that  was about  to  fall  on  the  city,  shook  her;  and  turning  her  face toward  the  street  door,  which  was  just  a  step  away,  she grabbed  her  skirt  and  rushed  toward  the  exit,  guided  by  a purely animalistic and thoughtless desire to run and run as far as her breath would take her, and as far as the damage that seemed  imminent  could  not  reach  her...  But  as  she  moved forward,  the  rain  broke  out  furiously,  lashing  walls,  windows, and  floors  with  drops  that,  as  they  fell  or  hit  something, sounded  metallic,  splashing  as  if  the  force  of  the  blow  had shattered them into pieces. Santa looked at the street, in the center  of  which  the  water  imitated  an  endless  gauze  curtain that  unfolded  from  high  above,  leaning  to  one  side,  and  into which the electric light from the spotlights swaying in the wind magically wove silver threads that vanished into the bubbling, gloomy puddles on the cobblestones. 

Against  that  fantastic  backdrop,  illuminated  by  one  of  the many flashes of lightning that streaked across the sky, Santa spotted a little boy holding a man's hand, both of them turning toward the house, without an umbrella or coat to protect them from the downpour. At first, she hesitated: how  could  they  be  going  there...?  But  the  pair  continued  to approach, the man angry every time neither his cane nor the boy  could  save  him  from  the  potholes;  the  rogue,  silent, enduring  with  equal  impassivity  the  rain  from  the  clouds  that soaked his back and the rain of insults and insolence from the blind man he served. 

Santa had to step aside to let the two men, who appeared to  be  vagabonds,  pass,  and  rather  than  responding  to  their greeting, she took care to ensure they did not get too close to her.  Instead  of  the  scolding  that  Pepa  would  undoubtedly have  given  them,  the  blind  man  let  go  of  his  guide  and,  with no  other  help  than  his  cane,  ragged  and  dripping,  his  hat  in his  free  hand,  smiling,  and  looking  without  seeing  with  his horrible  white  eyes,  like  a  bronze  statue  without  patina, slipped  into  the  room,  and  Pepa  and  the  other  women welcomed him happily, addressing him informally. 

"Hello,  Hipo,  did  you  get  wet?  You're  soaked  to  the  skin...! 

Shake  yourself  off  outside,  man,  you're  going  to  dirty  the furniture, and come back to play." 

Let's play...! Always amazed, Santa saw that the blind man they  called  Hipo  was  feeling  his  way  to  the  little  courtyard, where  he  shook  off  his  suit  and  wiped  his  hands  with  his handkerchief.  Then  she  saw  him  go  straight  to  the  piano, open  it,  and  finally,  she  saw  and  heard  him  playing  it.  Then, less because she forgot to escape than because she wanted to look closely and convince herself of the miracle that a blind man could play so well, she entered the room and, resting her elbow  on  the  top  of  the  piano,  began  to  contemplate  the musician... 

How  beautifully  he  played,  and  how  hideous  he  was...! Pockmarked, unshaven, with a thick, straight gray mustache, a  broad  forehead,  a  thick  neck,  and  a  strong  jaw.  His  shirt was  dirty  and  unmended  at  the  collar  and  cuffs;  his  tie  was crooked  and  hidden  behind  his  vest;  his  bony  hands,  with long  yellow  nails  stained  from  cigars,  but  expressive  and agile, now jumping from the white keys to the black keys with such  speed  that  it  seemed  to  Santa  that  they  were multiplying,     now     landing     on     a     single     note, so lovingly, that the isolated note acquired vigor and sounded on its own, perhaps more than the others. 

With  his  blind  instinct,  the  musician  sensed  that  someone was beside him, and despite the noise made by the dancers, he turned  his  head  halfway  toward  Santa,  who  couldn't  resist staring at him with her horrible white eyes, her eyes orphaned of sight. 

"We  won't  get  much  done  tonight  if  it  keeps  raining,"  he said,  not  realizing  that  by  using  the  plural,  he  was  equating the profession of those women with his own. 

"Who are those dancing...?" 

"I  don't  know  them,"  replied  Santa,  trying  to  avoid  the musician's  eyes,  which,  despite  not  seeing,  seemed  to  look, judging  by  the  importance  the  blind  man  gave  them,  moving his eyebrows intelligently. 

"Excuse me," he added, "I thought I was talking to one of the women of the house. 

"I am also from this house," explained Santa, "since today... 

Oh!"  she  cried,  interrupting  herself  as  she  felt  someone embrace her waist. 

It  was  nothing,  no,  one  of  those  gentlemen,  enticed  by Santa's delightful hip line, had come up behind the girl unnoticed to ascertain that softness, and had embraced her waist with both hands, burying his beard in one of her fleshy shoulders... 

"Why are you screaming, my dear? It's not as if I've hurt you. 

Come and have a drink with us and dance this dance with me." 

"I  don't  want  to  drink  and  I  don't  know  how  to  dance!" replied Santa curtly, after breaking free from the well-dressed, elderly man who was respected by those around him. 

"Goodbye!  What  if  I  pay  you  to  get  me  drunk  and  dance  for me,  even  naked  if  I  feel  like  it...?  Do  you  think  I'm  begging  for money  or  that  some  woman  is  bossing  me  around...?  Well, you're wrong. I've got plenty of money to buy all of you...!" 

The  mood  of  the  gathering  changed.  The  pianist interrupted his dance, out of artistic modesty, with a couple of final chords that softened the abruptness of the interruption to his ear, and philosophically, with pure tact, lit a cigarette. 

Santa,  with  no  other  weapons  to  defend  herself,  resorted  to tears; but her companions, especially one, La  Gaditana, stopped dancing and jumped into the fray:

"Hey, you...! What do you think? That for the four quarters you bring us, we have to put up with you, this and that...?" 

Pepa  intervened,  a  cigar  between  her  lips  and  her  purse dangling  from  her  wrist.  She  spoke  to  the  companions  of  the man  who  had  insulted  Santa—the  one  who  persisted  in  his claims  that  he  had  a  lot  of  money,  showing  off  bills  and pesetas—  and  his  companions,  mortified,  refused  to acknowledge  their  friend's  rudeness,  excusing  him  on  the grounds that he was a little drunk and, what's more, a person of his position, no less than the governor of a distant and wealthy state of the Republic. 

"More  champagne!" ordered the drunkard, as if to rectify his drunkenness, "more  champagne  and more dancing, professor!" 

The  piano  began  to  play  again  and  the  girls  resumed dancing  with  the  governor's  relatives,  who  lay  on  the  sofa without  taking  their  eyes  off  Santa,  with  whom  Pepa  was engaged in lively conversation. The most prudent member of the group, after consulting with Pepa and noting that the rain showed  no  sign  of  letting  up,  handed  over  several  bills, ordered the doors to be closed, and announced that the entire house was on their tab. 

Outside, the rain continued to sing its monorhythmic song, drumming  against  the  windows  of  the  building.  The  dull dripping  from  the  cornices  and  railings  continued,  as  did  the loud  clatter  on  the  cobblestones  from  the  exterior  gutters spewing waterfalls. In the drain of the bread roll—a slab with five  holes  in  the  shape  of  a  cross—the  water  sank  noisily, rushing  away,  as  if  hurried  to  hide  there,  below,  in  the  dark, and not witness what was happening in the house. 

In  these,  Elvira  appeared  to  greet  the  governor;  a  greeting between old acquaintances, without formalities or titles:

"When did you arrive, son? It's been ages since you've been here... Have you seen 'my new one'?" she added, lowering her voice. 

The  governor,  overcome  by  the  foolish  sensitivity  that alcohol sometimes brings on, without fully understanding what Elvira  was  asking  him,  began  a  tirade  of  complaints  against one of the girls, yes, the one next to the piano... 

—She  got  angry  because  I  caressed  her,  and  she  and another woman treated me worse than a dog... You know me, Elvira,  you  know  I  spend  money  without  haggling...  but  now, I'm  leaving,  I'm  definitely  leaving...  No,  no,  let  me  go,  don't hold me back... he growled, staggering without quite getting to his  feet,  because  Elvira  was  stopping  him,  although  much less so than his drunkenness. 

"Is  that  the  one  you  like,  you  loser?  She's  my  'new  one'.  I swear she hasn't been used in the house yet and she's worth a million... do you want her?" 

"Of course I want her, it's her or no one." 

"Santa!" Elvira shouted, continuing her conquest of the wealthy client and certain that the young woman had not to rebel against him. Santa, come and drink with the general and treat him kindly, for he is a fool. 

As  the  general  and  his  companions  laughed  at  Santa's name, assuming it was fake, Santa, powerless to escape the irresistible influence Elvira exerted over her will, left the piano and approached the man. 

"No,  not  there,"  Elvira  exclaimed,  "sit  on  his  lap,  silly  girl, you've hit the jackpot with him liking you..." 

Pepa! Order more  champagne, the general is treating me. 

Very tremulous, Santa did as she was told; the pianist struck up  a  waltz;  laughter  could  be  heard,  along  with  informal greetings, the smack of a kiss, and the popping of corks as the servant uncorked the bottles. 

The  general  was  undoubtedly  drunk  and  prone  to sentimentality.  Full  of  consideration  for  Santa,  he  first  asked her  permission  and  then  whispered  in  her  ear.  Would  she forgive him? 

"I  just  wanted  to  scare  you,  I  swear;  but  if  you  don't  like me, I'll pay you anyway and you're free to go... I have a lot of money in my wallet and in my vest... it's all yours if you sleep with me tonight... what do you say?"

"Yes!" whispered Santa, intimidated by Elvira, who paused to look at her before leaving. 

"Then,  more  than  drinking,  what  a  blast!"  roared  the governor, "and here you're in charge, you're the queen." 

Even the pianist benefited, with ten pesos that fell like ten suns, for which he would have played a whole week. 

The   champagne   flowed  and  spirits  rose  beyond  measure;  it degenerated into a vulgar orgy, with words       and       gestures obscene,       laughter       intemperate, and  lewd  propositions.  The  desertions  began,  without  saving appearances, shamelessly. 

"We're leaving. Go to bed, children!" 

And  on  the  stairs  you  could  hear  the  squeals  of  a  ticklish woman, the stammering of a drunkard, stumbles and kisses. The general  drank  glass  after  glass,  with  Santa  at  his  side,  resting from  time  to  time,  taciturn  and  serious,  his  graying  head  on Santa's back. 

"What do you want me to give you when you die?" he asked her suddenly. 

Santa  shrugged  her  shoulders,  not  knowing  how  to respond  to  such  an  unexpected  and  somber  question.  Deep down,  she  was  overwhelmed  by  the  sudden  evocation  that shocked those who heard it—the pianist, Pepa, and even the general himself, despite his clouded mind. The four fell silent, as  if  death  were  truly  stalking  them,  within  reach  of  the  lips that named it. 

"Don't  answer  him,  silly,"  Pepa  suggested,  "he's  tipsy  and doesn't know what he's saying. 

"What  does  it  matter?"  said  Santa  melancholically,  and turning  to  the  general,  she  added,  "Have  Masses  said  for me..." 

With visible effort, the general wrote down the request in his notebook as a serious matter and ordered drinks. 

"I'm dying now, but of thirst... Come on, more drinks!" 

The  drinks  that  were  served  were  the  coup  de  grâce  for the governor; he spilled half the contents of his glass and fell asleep. 

Santa  took  a  breath,  and  although  slightly  upset,  she considered herself free: could she go to bed alone...? 

Pepa,  kindly,  corrected  her  mistake  and,  in  confidence, brought the pianist into the conversation:

"No, dear, the old man will sleep with you, don't you think, Hipo?  Fortunately,  he  won't  bother  you,  he  can't  even  lift  his soul anymore." 

They woke him up between the two of them, and with the waiter's help, he went up to Santa's room, who, according to the  rules,  was  carrying  her  one-night  stand's  hat,  coat,  and umbrella.  Meanwhile,  the  pianist,  whose  guide  was  sleeping curled up in the doorway, said goodbye to Pepa. 

Like a sledgehammer, the governor fell onto the soft bed, where  he  laboriously  removed  his  shoes,  jacket,  vest,  and part of his shirt, which he had unbuttoned beforehand. 

"You think I'm drunk, eh... No, I'm just dazed, and it'll pass in a moment... The proof is that I can hear the rain and I'm begging you  to  undress,  but  completely,  my  dear,  leaving  only  your stockings on... Oh, and tell me, seriously, is your name Santa...? I bet not... Why do you live in this house... ? Tell me, tell me your story, woman... 

Santa  had  no  need  to  oppose  such  demands,  for  no sooner had the general made them than he fell asleep again, this time in a deep alcoholic slumber. On tiptoe, so as not to wake him, Santa turned off his lamp and began to undress in the shadows, rejoicing at the thought that no one would take possession  of  her  on  that  first  night.  Suddenly,  despite  the darkness of the room, she brought her hand to her neck and pulled  up  her  nightgown,  as  if  she  were  afraid  of  being caught.  She  waited  a  moment,  and  the  governor's  steady breathing  reassured  her;  she  let  go  of  her  nightgown  and devoutly  removed  an  old  scapular  that  she  could  no  longer wear,  that  she  had  to  hide,  poor  faded  and  torn  rag  like  her purity, intimate witness to her times of happiness, guardian of relics that had not been able to protect her, companion of her maidenly sighs and her lover's palpitations…!  Chastely,  she  kissed  it  many  times,  as  we  kiss  what we will never see again, and hid it in some mysterious place in her sinful bedroom. 

In the street, in the distance, bandurrias and guitars could be heard; cheerful night owls, no doubt, who, defying the bad weather, played sad music like her story. Her story! The one that drunkard had asked her for...! 

It  had  stopped  raining,  but  outside,  the  dull  dripping  from the  eaves  and  railings  continued.  In  the  drain  in  the  small courtyard—a slab with five holes in the shape of a cross—the water sank noisily, rushing away, as if in a hurry to hide, down there in the dark, and not witness what was happening in the house. 


Chapter II

His story...! 

The common story of poor girls born in the countryside and raised  outdoors,  among  breezes  and  flowers;  ignorant, chaste, and strong; cared for by the earth, our eternal loving mother; with winged friends, truly free birds, and with dreams as  pure,  within  their  hard  hearts  of  shepherdesses,  as  the violets that grow hidden on the banks of the river that rocked their  cradle,  softly,  lovingly,  and  then  slipped  away,  behind their  father's  rustic  cottage,  raging  every  autumn,  turbulent, foaming;  thoughtful  and  blue  every  spring,  concerned  with carrying in its bosom the secrets of the factories it nourishes, the  mills  it  moves,  the  meadows  it  fertilizes,  and  unable  to reveal them but having to carry them with it wherever it goes and dies, far away... 

They say to the sea! 

Santa  wanted  to  scare  away  her  memories  by  waving them  away  with  her  outstretched  hands,  just  as  in  her  good old days as an honest girl she used to scare away the hard-working  tenants  of  the  beehive  or  the  voluptuous  and flirtatious ones of the dovecote. But her memories did not go away.  On  the  contrary,  evoked  by  the  drunkard  who  snored immodestly,  they  gathered  around  Santa,  entering  and leaving  her  like  marvelous  workers  eager  to  finish  rebuilding the  temple  of  her  childhood  and  the  castle  of  her adolescence—which lay in desolate ruins— achieving nothing more than tying a knot in her throat, moistening her eyes, and hurting her heart, even more virginal than her proud body of a young prostitute. 

And  so  it  was  that,  suddenly,  the  abject  room  in  darkness was flooded with the light of his memories. 

Hidden  among  what  the  townspeople  refer  to  as  alleys —narrow, unpaved streets lined with thick foliage of geraniums, wallflowers, and vines on both sides, with tall, smooth walls of brick  and  mortar  or  crumbling  adobe—  a  small  white  house with an uncarved wooden gate that gives way at the slightest touch and serves as the entrance door; its courtyard, with the sky  as  its  ceiling  and  decoration,  up  to  six  orange  trees breaking under the weight of their golden fruit or covered with orange blossoms that perfume everything, faintly; a very deep well,  with  mysterious  sounds  like  a  fairy  underground,  with water as clear as crystal to the eye and as cold as ice to the taste,  an  old  stone  parapet  with  holes  here  and  there  where many  daisies  have  settled,  stubbornly  growing  and multiplying, and a pulley that groans and creaks every time its pitcher  descends  into  those  depths.  Opposite  the  kitchen, there  is  an  apiary  divided  into  four  boxes,  and  above,  closer to the small, wide, smoking chimney, the official home of the pigeons, who, however, prefer the branches, the neighboring woods,  and  the  ruined  tower  of  the  chapel  of  San  Antonio, which is nearby. In the background, a pig fattening itself lying in  the  mud  and  tied  by  one  leg;  chickens  with  chicks, scratching the ground and from time to time looking at the sky with one eye, their little heads tilted;     and     to     the     thick shade   of   the   orange trees,   the "Coyote,"  a  yellow  and  brown  mastiff,  sleeps  peacefully.  In the  hallway,  to  the  left  of  the  entrance,  there  are  several country  seats;  a  clarion,  a  mockingbird,  and  a  goldfinch  that sing harmonies and arpeggios at the top of their lungs in their cages from dawn until dusk; embedded into  the  wall,  bull  horns  serve  as  hangers  for  the  bridle,  bit, and  saddle  of  the  only  horse  on  the  farm,  which  goes  out  to graze with the cows and calves belonging to Don Samuel, the shopkeeper.  Tied  to  the  first  and  last  columns,  respectively, are  two  fighting  cocks,  one  red  and  the  other  jet  black, challenging  each  other  with  songs  and  flapping  wings, sharpening  their  beaks  against  the  ground  and  spilling  their ration  of  water,  contained  in  a  moldy  sardine  can,  with  a clumsy peck. 

Inside,  there  are  very  few  rooms,  only  four.  First,  there  is the living room, which also serves as the dining room, judging by  the  square  table  in  the  center  and  the  crock  pot  hanging from  one  of  the  whitewashed  walls  of  the  room,  filled  with plates,  platters,  bowls,  and  ordinary  glass  and  earthenware cups. Leaning against the walls are tulle chairs; in one corner, a  mahogany  corner  cabinet,  somewhat  moth-eaten,  which, together with a snail, an apple-shaped clay piggy bank, and a pair  of  vases  with  bouquets  of  rags,  displays  the  family treasure,  a  sculpture  of  the  Holy  Child,  not  the  worst,  sitting on  a  seat  that  cannot  be  seen,  in  a  blessing  pose  with  his right  hand  raised,  dressed  in  satin  with  sequins  and  fringes, and  imprisoned  inside  a  large  niche  of  leaded  glass.  On  the floor,  mats  of  various  sizes  and  next  to  the  window,  hanging from a thick nail, hangs a clean, strung guitar. 

Then  there  is  the  bedroom  of  the  mother  and  daughter, who  sleep  in  the  same  bed,  without  springs  or  headboards, but  very  neat  and  spacious,  defended,  high  up,  by  a lithograph  of  the  Virgin  of  Solitude  fixed  to  the  wall  with  four tacks, and by a chromolithograph of the Virgin of Guadalupe, with  a  frame  that  was  once  gilded;  there  is  also  a  yellowed palm  leaf  that  is  replaced  every  Palm  Sunday  and  which,  by Christian virtue, serves to prevent the rays from falling lightning from striking the humble inheritance. During the day, the bed belongs to a cat that spends hours curled up on it. 

Next,  the  room  belonging  to  the  two  brothers—Esteban and Fabián, who provide the money—with two folding beds, a chest  for  storing  seeds,  two  large  trunks  lined  with  poorly tanned  cowhide,  a  coat  hanger  that  is  always  full,  and, carefully  affixed  to  the  walls,  countless  small  pictures  of celebrities: ballerinas, circus performers, professional beauties,  the  entire  gallery  of  portraits  that  the  La  Mascota cigarette  factory  gives  to  its  buyers.  In  one  corner,  the shotgun, from whose double barrel hang the powder flask and a bag of large pellets that can be used both for hunting in the mountains and for defending the little house and patrolling the village  on  the  nights  designated  for  the  group  to  which  the boys belong. 

Finally, the kitchen, with a brazier inside and a stove near the  door,  between  the  two  mortars  in  which  the  daughter  or mother, indistinctly, grind the corn. 

Everywhere there is fresh air, the fragrance of roses peeking over  the  walls,  the  rustling  of  trees  and  the  sound  of  water cascading  over  the  two  dams.  During  the  day,  insects  buzz  in the  sun;  at  night,  fireflies,  lit  by  love,  chase  each  other  and  go out when they meet.  Behind the little house, an immense field of maguey  plants,  monotonously  green  and  without  nuance;  on both sides, orchards and gardens; in front, the property of Father Guerra,  their  parish  priest;  a  few  steps  away,  the  chapel,  tiny, very  poor,  but  with  saints  who  listen  to  the  farmers  and  ease their troubles and grant them favors. Beyond that, the cemetery, open  and  silent,  without  marble  or  inscriptions,  but  providing  a comfortable refuge for the eternal  dream  with  its  heliotropes  and  carnations  that, sprawling  over  the  graves,  greedily  cover  the  names  of  the disappeared  and  the  dates  of  their  disappearance.  At  the edge  of  the  square,  shaded  by  ancient  ash  trees,  is  the riverbank;  the  bridge,  made  from  a  single  tree  trunk  carved with an axe; the washing places, three rough slabs; and at the foot of the two pools of the large dam, the path of enormous, immovable boulders, bathed by the foam of the waves, which leads to Pedregal. 

