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Kathryn Phillips-Miles and Simon Deefholts

Kathryn Phillips-Miles and Simon Deefholts have enjoyed wide-ranging careers including teaching, translation, lexicography and finance, and have spent several years living and working in Spain. They have jointly translated literary works from Spanish into English across a range of genres, including novels, short stories, plays and mediaeval minstrel songs.

Their published translations include Wolf Moon by Julio Llamazares, Nona’s Room by Cristina Fernández Cubas and Inventing Love by José Ovejero.



Introduction

Several (if not all) of the writers included in this volume will be unfamiliar to many English-speaking readers. However, it has to be emphasised that our biggest problem was not to find six Spanish women short story writers, but rather to decide on which ones not to choose. We could easily select a different six to fill a second volume, and then another six for a third, and then more still. Names that spring to mind immediately are Ana María Matute, Carmen Martín Gaite and Adelaida García Morales but the list could go on and on.

The stories span the best part of 120 years, starting with the indomitable Emilia Pardo Bazán, whose casual and often humorous portrayal of brutal domestic violence set a paradigm for the writers who followed her, to explore every aspect of the roles imposed on women by a male-dominated society, delving into subjects ranging from love and betrayal to bereavement, arson and murder, without losing touch with the humorous side of seemingly impossible situations.

Carmen de Burgos adopts a more subtle approach than Pardo Bazán, but the themes underlying her stories highlight similar social issues. Carmen Laforet takes us into the post-civil war period, in which poverty deprives her characters – mainly women – of the means to fulfil their aspirations.

 Cristina Fernández Cubas is the first of our three authors from the post-Franco era. Both she and Soledad Puértolas explore the often dysfunctional relationship between their characters’ perception of external reality and their own inner space, while our final author, Patricia Esteban Erlés, takes this a step further with protagonists who are often completely dehumanised by their situations.

The stories from these six writers show the changes which have taken place in Spain and the changing role of women within Spanish society, as well as introducing readers to some highly original tales from Spain. Relatively few women writers are translated into English, and this anthology and the Take Six Series is an attempt to rectify that imbalance.



Emilia Pardo Bazán

Emilia Pardo Bazán (1851-1921) is famous for her dozen or so novels, in particular Los Pazos de Ulloa; less so for her stories, with their matter-of-fact depictions of brutal gender violence and class repression endemic in the Spanish society of her time. The violence is almost casual, part of normal everyday reality. Her style has a sense of immediacy and is unpolished – at times even slap-dash – reflecting the fact that most of her stories were written for weekly magazines and newspapers. So too were the early translations – a dozen or so being serialised in syndicated newspapers across the USA, and a handful reaching Australia and New Zealand. Over the course of three decades, she produced more than 600 stories; in the hundred years that have followed her death only around 60 have found their way into English. With one exception, we have chosen stories that have not to our knowledge been previously published in English translation.



A Secret Vengeance…

The delicatessen in Calle Mayor was a feast for the eyes and it was the pride and joy of all the city’s residents who, after giving their visitors a tour of the harbour and the two or three Roman monuments in town, never failed to add, ‘You must go to Riopardo’s shop. It’s as good as any you’ll find abroad.’

And so it was. The large windows with their white marble display counters, the gleaming weighing scales, the polished brass soda syphons, the hand-carved ceiling, the benches covered in luxurious green velvet from Utrecht, the shiny tins piled high in pyramids, the extravagant displays of pineapples and ripe bananas and row upon row of liqueur bottles with strange shapes and bright labels, lit up by clusters of electric light bulbs; all this combined to turn the shop into a sumptuous palace of culinary delights. Just as in Madrid the ladies go out to look at the clothes shops, in the peaceful provincial capital they would go to see ‘the latest thing at Riopardo’s’. Riopardo’s was a substitute for the theatre and other civilised pleasures; his nougats and cheeses and his dried figs from Izmir were the sinful indulgence of many a placid housewife and her sedentary husband, giving rise to no shortage of ill-humoured, pompous critics who accused Riopardo of corrupting local traditions and replacing the customary simplicity of meals with an ostentation worthy of Babylon.

Nevertheless, the establishment flourished and Riopardo, swarthy, closely shaven and elegantly dressed, acquired the self-composure that goes hand in hand with prosperity. His business was running as smoothly as silk and he hoped to die a wealthy man, just like other shopkeepers in the same town square who had even more humble origins. But for now it was best to put in the hours. He was thirty-years old, in robust good health and full of energy. During the day he would be there at his post from six in the morning, making sure everything was clean and tidy, weighing out products and wrapping them up and working at the till; in the evening he would check the accounts, copy out invoices, reply to correspondence and so forth, without stopping to rest and with no other break than the occasional short trip to Barcelona or Madrid.

Riopardo came back from one of these trips with a wife. She was a pretty girl, the daughter of a perfumier, and she was there in the shop from day one, helping her husband and his assistant in the office. María’s youthful looks and elegant Castilian accent were yet another attraction for the clientele. She was not as energetic or hard-working as her husband, but María was polite and attentive, and with her slim waist and flowing hair it was a pleasure to watch her tiny little hands with their delicate fingers cutting a piece of Gruyère or slicing up salami as thin as holy wafers, carefully weighing them and wrapping them in tissue paper, tied up with a pretty blue ribbon. The shop was all smiles, brightened up by the soft rustle of her skirts, and nobody was better than María at placating a disgruntled customer, flattering a demanding one, giving a child a picture card or slipping a handful of dates into a grumpy cook’s apron pocket.

The example María set, as well as her appealing nature and enthusiasm, had a positive influence on Germán, the shop assistant. When he was on his own with Riopardo, Germán was sullen, slow and clumsy; he didn’t bother to change his clothes or have a shave. María sorted out his room (because Germán lived with his employers on the first floor above the shop) and gave him a decent wash bowl and towels. She mended his linens and bought him new collars and cuffs to show off his elegant figure, and with his blond curls falling gracefully over his forehead, the servant girls and their mistresses spent more freely in the shop, because it is nicer to buy natural produce from people who are well groomed and attractive, rather than people who are ugly. As the saying goes, ‘You eat with your eyes first.’

One evening, when it was almost dark, Riopardo, returning home after sorting out some urgent business at the Customs House, decided to go in through the back door, which opened directly onto the harbour, saving himself a ten minute walk the long way round by the street. As a man of action he was always keen to save time. He took the key from his pocket, opened the door, went down a corridor and pushed at the store room door, which opened without a creak. The store room was dark and full to the brim with cans of oil, casks of brandy and cooking oil, and sacks of rice and flour, but Riopardo thought he could hear muffled voices from the far end. He stopped behind a large barrel and peered into the darkness. When you first go into a room where the lighting is dim you can’t see a thing, but after two or three minutes your eyes grow accustomed and you start to see a little. Riopardo could make out two people. Suddenly, one of them, Germán, said in a loud voice: ‘There’s someone in the shop.’ And the way the pair of them sprang apart, suddenly, as if taken aback, left no room for doubt. Riopardo beat a hasty retreat and left the same way he’d come in. He was no longer worried about saving time and went straight to their living quarters, via the shop. He closed up the shop at the usual time and the three of them had supper together: husband, wife and employee. María and Germán went off quietly to their respective bedrooms and Riopardo went back downstairs to run over the accounts and balance the books. He brought along his bull’s eye lantern which he would use to check the store room, in case there was a fire, and once inside the huge room he bolted the door to the corridor and checked the locks on the door that led to the shop.

Afterwards, he set about an unusual task. He opened a good number of oil cans and tipped them over so that the contents ran out onto the floor. Then he soaked a large broom in the puddles of oil and brushed it thoroughly on to a particular part of the ceiling, back and forth repeatedly, with firm brushstrokes. Then he brought some armfuls of straw, paper and kindling (the remnants of the old wooden cases the bottles arrived in) and piled them up in the shape of a pyramid, using a ladder to build it right up to the ceiling beams, to the same spot he had soaked in oil. Next he emptied out some more cans and opened the tap on an enormous barrel of alcohol. Riopardo had spent quite some time on this task and he felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead. He rested for a moment and looked at his watch: it was a quarter to one. Then he took off his shoes, opened the exterior door, wedged it in position and furtively went up the stairs, not stopping until he reached his bedroom. María was sleeping, or appeared to be sleeping, peacefully. There were no windows in the bedroom. Riopardo, without making a sound, stacked some chairs, armchairs, clothes, a strongbox, anything he could move without making a noise, in front of the skylight.

He left the room, locking and bolting the door from the outside. He made his way back downstairs to the shop, went into the storeroom, struck a match, lit a short piece of wick and put it on the oil-soaked floor. The flames suddenly flared up and singed his eyelashes and his hair. He just had time to run into the shop. In less than three minutes the store room would become a great furnace.

Riopardo calmly put on his shoes, washed his hands and stomped upstairs. He knocked on Germán’s bedroom door and, when the shop assistant emerged half naked and in shock, he said, ‘I think there’s a fire… I can smell smoke… you go downstairs… no, before we call for help we need to make sure.’ Germán rushed down wearing nothing more than a pair of trousers, which he hitched up as he made his escape, and a pair of slippers. Still not fully awake from the deep sleep of a twenty-year-old, he could barely make sense of what was happening. Riopardo led the way, with his indispensable bull’s eye lantern.

The shop and the doorway were filled with an acrid, choking smoke. ‘You go first, and see where it’s coming from.’ The shop assistant hesitated, half-blinded and in shock. Riopardo gave him a shove and without further pretence, pitched him into the fierce blaze. He still had the strength to bolt the door and run, leaving through the front doorway out to the street. Once outside he breathed in deeply, joyfully, checking that the night watchman was not around and that nobody was passing by, and he would probably have stayed like that for the requisite quarter of an hour.

 However, ten minutes later the smoke was so thick that Riopardo was worried that people might open their windows and raise the alarm so he started shouting for help himself. By the time the first helpers arrived, the house, and especially the ground floor and the first floor, were completely engulfed by flames. The main task was to isolate the neighbouring houses and rescue the tenants from the second and third floors using ladders. Fate had decreed, as some observed, that the fire should start in the part of the store room directly underneath his wife’s bedroom and she, choked by the smoke, could not even get out of bed to call for help. She was burned to a cinder, just like the shop assistant, presumably the victim of his own reckless act of smoking in the store room.

 Since the stock was not insured, no suspicion fell on the owner, only the deepest sympathy. He was almost completely ruined. There was no shortage of people who, recognising his commercial skills and his appetite for hard work, offered to lend him the money to open another shop, but Riopardo, in a sad voice, would reply to his long-established, faithful clientele: ‘I haven’t got the heart for it. I’d never find another wife or a shop assistant like the ones I’ve lost!’



A Good Set of Teeth

When the letter arrived Águeda thought she was going to faint. Her hands went cold, there was a faint buzzing in her ears, she felt the blood pump through her arteries and her eyes cloud over. How much she’d yearned for that declaration of love, how much she’d dreamed about it!

She’d been secretly in love with Fausto Arrayán, who was such a dapper young man and a brilliant scholar and she probably hadn’t been able to hide it. Her secret was betrayed by the way she got all flustered when he joined in the conversation; flushed bright red whenever he looked at her; clamped up when she heard someone mention his name. And Fausto, who was at that age when you want to have it all, that age when you devour love with no fear of indigestion, wanted to pluck that half-wild little flower, more fragrant than any of her peers: a sweet young thing, twenty years old, full of the fantasies bred in a provincial town, a hotbed if ever there was for the cultivation of dreams and passions.

 At first, Fausto and Águeda’s romance was like a duet in which she sang enthusiastically at full pitch while he, ‘saving himself’ as all great tenors do, would issue forth an occasional note which left her enraptured. Águeda felt as if she were floating on air one minute and in the depths of despair the next. Her innermost soul shone and burned, desperately yearning for wedding celebrations, and a deep reservoir of emotions made her forget all about reality and everything that was fated not to be hers: her innocent conversations with Fausto, their correspondence, their sweet-talk at the window grille, in short, their romance. But sensitive individuals (and Águeda was very much one) cannot become completely wrapped up in themselves; they cannot be happy without paying dearly for their happiness. Águeda guessed that Fausto was secretly indifferent; she noticed an occasional coldness in him that didn’t augur well; she was well aware that with the first autumnal breezes he’d move to Madrid, where his creative talents promised to bring him fame and success; and although she felt elated, she also felt unexpectedly downhearted and was aware that her happiness might be short-lived.

 One day she cornered Fausto with some searching questions:

 ‘Do you really, really love me? Do you like me? Do you like me more than any other woman? Don’t hold back, be honest. I promise not to get angry or upset.’

Fausto, all smiles, ready to flatter, suddenly the young gallant, finally let slip some of the truth with a very precise observation. ‘Darling Guedita, you’re very pretty, really beautiful, and that’s no lie. Your complexion is as smooth as milk, you have delicate features, your eyes are like black velvet and you could encircle your waist with a bracelet. Your only blemish, just a tiny little one, are those crooked teeth. And if it weren’t for those teeth, my darling, you’d be as pretty as a Murillo.’

Águeda held her tongue, contrite and embarrassed, but as soon as Fausto had left she ran over to the mirror. He had hit the nail on the head. Águeda’s teeth were healthy and white, but they protruded, they were as big as spades and they were so unevenly distributed that they made her mouth look silly and mawkish. How on earth had she not noticed such an obvious defect? It was as if she was seeing that ugly set of teeth for the first time in her life, and she was overwhelmed by an unforgiving, intense sense of grief. Burning tears flowed down her cheeks, and that night she didn’t sleep a wink as she tossed and turned, burning up with fever at the sad thought: ‘Fausto doesn’t love me and he could never love me with a set of teeth like these!’

Once Águeda realised that her teeth were crooked and deformed, she no longer felt happy and her dreams came tumbling down like a house of cards. The gilded veil of love was broken and all her worst fears about Fausto’s lack of commitment were confirmed. But no one wants to let go of their pipe dreams and a pure young girl in love will never be persuaded that too much tenderness might engender indifference, so she blamed her cursed teeth for her misfortune. ‘If I had a different set of teeth, maybe Fausto would be mine.’ And the germ of a bold and unusual plan took root in her mind.

Only those familiar with the narrow routine life of small towns and the consternation caused in modest households by the prospect of any expense that is not strictly necessary, and who know that it is not customary for young girls to make decisions or undertake any projects, leaving all the initiative to their elders, only these people will understand the extent to which Águeda deployed her willpower, skills and determination in order to scrape together the money and permission to undertake her plan. Fausto had already scampered off to Madrid and the town was in the grip of its winter drowsiness. Águeda, waking up every day with the same thing always in her mind, asked, begged, implored her mother, her godfather, her sisters to help. She squeezed out a small contribution from her mother, a tidy sum from her godfather and whatever her sisters had managed to save, until she had amassed enough to set off for the provincial capital as soon as spring arrived. She was determined to have all her teeth pulled out and replaced with an ideal, perfect set of dentures.

Águeda was very feminine, timid and faint hearted. She had no wish to be a heroine and she was scared at the thought of pain. Her blood ran cold when, after negotiating with the dentist and agreeing a price for the gory operation, she sat in the chair and, commending herself to God, leaned her head back.

At that time in Spain, people had little knowledge about the anaesthetics that are used today for painful extractions, and if even they were aware of anaesthetics, nobody dared to use them, being mindful of the risk and the loss of reputation which the slightest slip in such a delicate matter might occasion. So Águeda had to face the pain with her eyes wide open and fully conscious, and not succumb to her childish fears in the face of such awful agony.

All her teeth were large, crooked and protruding. They had to be pulled out one by one. Águeda, closing her eyes, fixed her thoughts on Fausto. Trembling, frozen with fear, she opened her mouth and suffered the first bit of torture, then a second, a third. When she got to the fourth, realising she was covered in blood, she fell into a deep faint.

‘You should go home and rest,’ the dentist advised.

She returned to the task the next day, however, because she had limited funds at her disposal and she would have to go home before long. But she could only endure two extractions. But the next day, keen to get it over with as soon as possible, she managed four, despite it causing her terrible suffering. But as her body became weaker her spirit grew, and three sessions later her mouth was like a new born baby’s, smooth and bloody. Barely had her gums healed up than she was fitted with her new dentures: small, elegant teeth, all the same size and beautifully aligned, like two little strings of pearls. When she got back to the inn she looked in the mirror, and smiled. She was really transformed with those teeth; her lips were now full of expression, sweet and tender, with a voluptuous firmness and gracefulness which radiated out across her whole face. Águeda, despite her exhilaration, felt completely exhausted; she hurried back home and two days later she was fighting for her life against a raging fever.

She overcame the fever and convalesced. As she recovered her health, her beauty surprised her neighbours. A wealthy farmer, who spotted her at the market, asked for her hand in marriage; but although her parents were strongly in favour of it, Águeda wouldn’t even hear of the proposal. Glowing with beauty she awaited the return of Fausto Arrayán, who turned up very late in the summer, full of ambition and marvellous tales of his recent adventures. Nevertheless, Águeda’s beauty stirred up feelings that were still fresh in his memory and, with renewed vigour, the young blood resumed their conversations and sweet talk at the window-grille and promenades, whispering sweet nothings. Águeda seemed twice as pretty and attractive as before, and he started to feel a flicker of passion. One day he was chatting with one of his boyhood friends, when he mentioned the effect that Águeda’s beauty had made on him. His friend replied, ‘You’re absolutely right! She’s improved a hundred per cent since she got those new teeth.’

Fausto was stunned. ‘What? New teeth? All of them, every single one? The lengths some women will go to out of vanity!’ And he let out an ironic laugh of disappointment.

Years later, when someone asked him why he had broken off so completely with that girl Águeda, who was still a spinster and looked as though she would be for the rest of her life, Fausto Arrayán, now famous, celebrated, master of all he surveyed, replied, after thinking back for a moment, ‘Águeda? Oh yes, I remember now. You see, you can’t get too excited about a girl when you know she’s got false teeth!’



Strafulated Eggs

Poor Señora Martina, Pedro the carter’s wife! If someone were indiscreet enough to peek under her skirt, they’d see her humble flesh covered in a whole host of bruises, like a cloister full of cardinals, in every shade from the angry red of a coxcomb to the deep purple of a ripe aubergine. If a woman’s skin were like chamois or kidskin, which become softer and more flexible the more they are thrashed and walloped, not a duchess in the land could hold a candle to Señora Martina’s delicate skin. Unfortunately, it has yet to be proven that beating has a beneficial effect on the skin, nor even on the female character, and the carter’s wife, rather than becoming softer as a result of so many beatings, was becoming more brittle, bitterly cursing the injustice of her fate. What crime had she committed to deserve a thrashing every single day of the week? What possible complaint could her brutish husband come up with to justify giving her a beating every 24 hours?

Martina gave birth to the children, looked after them, brought them up; Martina fed the animals; Martina mended and darned everyone’s clothes; Martina did the cooking, washed the clothes in the river, cut the gorse for kindling and sat at the spinning wheel in the evenings. She was like a slave from Angola. And on top of all that, she never failed to light a candle to St Benedict the Moor of Palermo every day. She racked her brains in vain to find a way to stop her husband criss-crossing her with lashes from his whip. She tried not to make the tiniest mistake; she was busy, solicitous, affectionate, tireless, the most conscientious housewife in the whole village. But Pedro always found some excuse to give her a battering.

Martina would let off steam about her domestic troubles and woes to her friend Roque, the innkeeper, a widower, who was as kind as Pedro was mean and unpleasant. Kind-hearted Roque listened attentively to the unfortunate housewife’s story, and he went out of his way to give her sound advice and speak to her sympathetically and compassionately.

‘God Himself won’t forgive Pedro for the way he treats you, Martina. You’ve brought five children into the world and you’re the best woman in all the village, if not the whole of Lugo. And you’re hardworking, as clean as a whistle, as gentle as a lamb. Ah, if only I’d had the luck to find a woman like you, and not like my late wife, who was as bad tempered as a dog!’ Then Martina asked her friend to have a heart to heart with her husband and try to persuade him to change his ways, and the innkeeper promised her that he would, and very efficaciously too with a thousand persuasive arguments.

‘But tell me, my friend,’ the poor battered housewife asked, ‘what sort of things does my husband complain about when he talks about me?’

 ‘He doesn’t have any real complaints. They’re all fantasies, whims, nonsense… the broth was too salty and he doesn’t like salt. The bread was underbaked. A button was missing on his jacket.’

 ‘I’ll mend my ways. I swear that from now on he won’t have a thing to moan about.’

 And so, redoubling her efforts and being extra-affectionate, Martina worked herself into the ground so there were no reasons for her husband to be violent. She ran the household like a well-oiled machine: the meals were tasty (given budgetary constraints), the floors were spotless and the buttons on Pedro’s jacket were sewn on so tight you’d need a hoist and pulleys to tear them off. Even so, Pedro found ingenious ways to justify the daily beatings. Good intentions easily peter out but bad ones never seem to fade away.

 However, battered and painful ribs can also make a person more canny and Martina, through patient study and careful observation, meticulous application and a good memory, managed to adapt to her husband’s slightest whim and his most ridiculous demands, dancing attendance on Pedro with such great skill that he could no longer find any excuse to get angry. But he wasn’t a man to give up so easily and this is what he came up with so that he wouldn’t have to put down his cudgels.

Usually the couple’s supper consisted of a bowl of broth left over from lunchtime and a couple of eggs, freshly laid by the hens in their own yard. Anxious to please her lord and master, Martina made a special effort to vary how she cooked the eggs, sometimes serving them fried, sometimes poached, sometimes boiled and other times as an omelette. But Pedro began to get bored with the way she did them and, with his customary good manners, he demanded even more variety. One night, when he grunted and moaned, his wife found the courage to ask him, ever so gently, ‘So how would you like your eggs prepared?’

He replied by giving her a terrible wallop, at the same time telling her in a thunderous voice, ‘Strafulated! I want them strafulated!’

In pain and shock, Martina didn’t dare ask what he meant, but the following night she cooked the eggs in a style she’d been shown by a neighbour, who’d been a cook at a well-to-do estate in Lugo.

The dish looked divine as the carter came in with an angry look on his face and sat down without responding to his wife, who had said good evening to him. Martina’s hand shook as she put the appetising dish down on the chest they used as a table. Her husband sat there without saying a word (a bad omen!) sombre, still holding the goad he used to prod the oxen that pulled his cart. When he saw the plate of food his face contorted and he let out an evil laugh, stood up menacingly, clutching the goad, and shouted, ‘For crying out loud, woman! Didn’t I tell you I want them strafulated?’

At the same time he struck Martina with a powerful blow across the shoulders, followed by another one a little bit lower down, so forceful that the poor woman couldn’t help screaming in agony, ‘Help me, Saint Peter! Help me, Saint Paul!’

Her invocation of the saints did have some effect on the carter, because it so happened that the local church had been adorned since time immemorial with two very old statues of these great Apostles, to which the parishioners were fervently devoted. But respect for religion didn’t last long and, picking up his stick again, her husband landed a blow on his wife’s waist, so hard and cruel that Martina had to run away, screaming, ‘Help me, good neighbours. He’s going to kill me!’

 She shot through the village like a dart, until she reached her friend Roque’s inn. He was just in the process of locking up, since at that time of the night he wasn’t expecting any more customers. He was very surprised by his friend’s arrival, and seeing her so frightened and distraught, he rushed to pour her ‘…a shot of brandy, there’s nothing like it to settle the nerves’. Martina drank it down and, now a bit calmer, in between sobs and hiccups, she went over the details of her disastrous marriage.

 ‘Listen, now I really am convinced that the bastard has no fear of God, or pity, or any sense of shame, and the way he’s going he’ll put me in my grave. It’s one thing for him to scold me and beat me when I’ve done something wrong, but when I’m doing everything the way he wants it and I’m killing myself to do the cooking and all the other chores well, and now he invents this thing about strafulated eggs, God strike me dead if I know what they are, on the souls of my dear departed loved ones, someone tell me how to cook those eggs!’

 ‘I’ve never heard of such a dish, my friend,’ the innkeeper replied, giving the desperate woman another shot of brandy. ‘It’s another of his dirty tricks, that good-for-nothing, because he can’t find anything to moan about and he wants to give you a whipping. I swear by San Roque he’ll get his just desserts. You leave it to me. Just listen to me and do what I say and don’t even think about going back there until tomorrow morning…’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Exactly what I said. Don’t go back. Stay here, you’ll be perfectly all right,’ the innkeeper insisted, looking at her with his eyes gleaming. ‘There’s enough supper for two and a splendid wine and fresh chestnuts. Nobody in the village will know a thing about it. First thing in the morning, you go back to your house. Trust me, you can rely on your friend Roque. Two or three days from now, that great brute will be as soft as butter, and you can thank me later.’

‘What if he asks where I’ve been?’

‘We’ll come up with something you can tell him. You relax, I’ll take care of everything.’

Martina was so tired, sore, frightened and hungry that she let herself be persuaded, and she accepted the broth and the fresh chestnuts. Before daybreak, wrapped up in her shawl, she timidly knocked at her own front door. Her heart was beating furiously and she could almost feel the burning pain of the blows on her shoulders, or a slap across the face from her angry husband. But strangely, inexplicably, for some peculiar psychological quirk of conjugal relationships, Pedro received her with an amiable grunt, which for him was tantamount to being kind and friendly.

‘Are you a woman or a goblin? Where have you been? If you go off like that again, you’ll be in for it. Where did you sleep?’

‘On the hillside.’

‘On the hillside?’

‘That’s right, next to the bridge, by Manuel the tilemaker’s kiln.’

‘You’ll be eaten alive by evil spirits! What did you use as a bed?’

‘I had a bed of gorse, you scoundrel. But God comforts the unfortunate and punishes ugly bastards like you. Your turn will come, you bully.’

 ‘You talk too much,’ the carter grumbled. Although he wanted to make a big show of his displeasure, he was undoubtedly chastened by his wife’s attitude and tone of voice. ‘Who gave you that cockerel you’ve got there?’

‘Somebody who had one spare.’

‘If I find out that you’re up to no good with the village wives and taking advice from witches, you’ll be in for a good hiding.’

‘It wasn’t a witch, it was God himself. He’s getting fed up with your dirty tricks.’

‘Oh, so God himself came up to you with a little gift.’

‘Actually, it wasn’t God, it was Saint Peter and Saint Paul. I saw them as clearly as I can see you now, with a whole host of little angels all around them and their devout faces and neatly trimmed beards. They told me they were going to sort you out for the hell you’ve been putting me through.’

‘You shut up and get on with your chores. I’ve had enough of your mouth.’

Martina, astonished to see her tyrant of a husband not raising his hand to her, did as she was told and got on with the housework, while the carter, somewhat subdued and down at the mouth, prepared his cart to take a load of firewood to Lugo.

Roque the innkeeper took the same road, and as soon as he arrived in the city, he went looking for an old friend of his, a barber, and they had a mysterious chat in secret. Over a snack of salted cod and a few glasses of brandy they came up with a trick that they would play out that very night. With this in mind they found a white sheet, a red blanket, two false beards, a couple of rope wigs and a lantern. It must have been nightfall when the innkeeper and the barber waited near the bridge that the carter would have to cross as he returned home with his empty cart. The two accomplices had already donned their disguises, splitting their sides with laughter and assisted by Martina who straightened up Saint Paul’s white beard and red robe on one of them and fixed Saint Peter’s white sheet and wig on the other. And when both apostles had found a hiding place not far from the bridge, each of them armed with a truncheon or, should I say, a studded club, Martina had second thoughts and said in a pleading voice, ‘Don’t cripple my husband. At the end of the day he has to earn the money to feed our children. But teach him a bit of a lesson, so that he knows how much it hurts.’

As the oxen went slowly past, bellowing with the scent of home in their nostrils as they approached their stable, Pedro went ahead along the uneven narrow path that ran between the hills on one side and the river Miño on the other. He geed up the oxen because, for some unknown reason, on that day he wanted to be back at home as soon as possible, eating his supper, and night had fallen very quickly, as it was the time of the winter solstice. The carter prodded the pair of oxen with the same stick that he had often used to find the measure of his wife’s ribs. The moon, peering out from behind black clouds, threw a feeble light over the pathway, the melancholic waters of the river, the nearby hillside and the trees, denuded by winter. A shudder of fear ran down his spine as the carter approached the bridge and saw the white walls of the tilemaker’s kiln at the foot of the hill. The cart came to a sudden halt and two dreadful figures leapt out of the shadows beneath the arches of the bridge and into the moonlight, stopping right in the middle of the path. It was the apostles themselves, from the parish church: Saint Paul with his beard down to his waist and his red robe, and Saint Peter, chubby and balding, with a curly fringe and his priestly white tunic. Only, instead of a sword and a bunch of keys, the apostles were both carrying enormous clubs, big enough to terrify anyone, and they used them to beat the cruel husband’s back in turn, yelling at each other to make the punishment more severe:

‘Hit him, Saint Peter!’

‘Hit him, Saint Paul!’

‘Here are your eggs!’

‘Nicely stra-fu-la-ted!’

***

The carter dragged himself back to his house, screaming with pain, abandoning his cart and oxen. His ribs were half sunk into his body, his head was split open in two places and his face was a monstruous sight. He was laid up in bed for a fortnight before he could move an inch. These days it’s like nothing had ever happened, because farmworkers have leathery skin, like toads, and the only sign that he hasn’t forgotten about the hiding is that, when Martina lovingly serves him a couple of eggs with his supper and asks him if they’re done the way he likes them, he replies, straightaway and very tenderly, ‘They’re lovely, my darling, whichever way you cook them.’



The Skull

From the moment I placed that wretched skull (ever so carefully) on a plinth covered in black velvet to make my room look stylish and original I started sleeping badly, tossing and turning before I could get to sleep. I even gave it a thorough polish to make it look like old marble. The skull kept me company and disconcerted me at the same time. It was as though it were a real person and a harsh, impertinent judgemental person at that, the type that sniffs out and criticises everything we do, in the name of some sad, muddled philosophy from beyond the grave. When I stood in front of the mirror to make myself presentable in the mornings, trying my best to smooth away the ravages of forty years’ hard living from my face and body, I couldn’t get it out of my head that the skull was watching me and laughing silently and sardonically every time I touched up my moustache and combed my hair over to cover up my burgeoning bald spot. As I perfumed my handkerchief with the finest scent and searched through my tie pins for the most outlandish one I could find, I heard, as if in a dream, a strident, sibilant, mocking little voice coming out from between those two rows of yellow teeth saying, ‘You vain imbecile!’ I know it’s ridiculous but the fact is it really bothered me.
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