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         We are the first words. We’ve been here before yet we’ve only just arrived. We are fiesta days and working days and dog days. We are the one who sets you alight and the one who puts out the flame. We are the one who wakes you in the morning, and the one who leaves you shattered in your bed at night. Naturally, we are the one who then steals your sleep. We are the enemy and the only solace. A whisper. A fistful of words, the last words.

         We nearly kept quiet. First, we played for time. When the time came, we hesitated. It was never the right moment. In the end, we said to ourselves: no, this is the right moment, because it is all moments. We have the voice and we have the time.

         We have all time.

         
             

         

         Just as a sun-soaked stone radiates heat for a while after nightfall, there is a point on still summer evenings when objects appear to shine, as if to give back part of the generous daylight they’ve received. In such moments, Marcelino would stop what he was doing – clod of earth on the hoe, spade sunk deep in the hay, scythe dripping with fresh green blood – to stand up straight, wipe his brow with the back of his hand and contemplate the valley below. Everything would be gleaming, chiming like a bell of golden light. He would let his eyes fill with sky.

         And so, as the sun set on that July evening, Marcelino stopped and contemplated. The house, the stilt granary, the cart with its shaft reaching skyward, the dry straw, the ears of corn, the cows in a single spine coming home along the track, the dog’s bowl, the rusty drum among the nettles, the axe in the tree stump, the woodchips and the logs, the sawdust on the ground, even the moss that hugged the stones in the walls of the small vegetable plot, even the trees in the nearby woods and the mountain peaks: everything shimmered, silhouetted against the deep-blue sky, in which a single bright star heralded the coming of a new age. Everything, that is, except the large bloodstain in the sawdust, and his brother’s body, both so dark they seemed to trap the light, as if the black ink that was slowly flooding the valley was seeping directly from them, saturating the sky and drawing the shapes of bats, which began to dance around the yellowish light of Cobre’s lone street lamp.

         The truth is, he never meant to hurt him.

         It had happened once before, when he was a boy at the school in Villar where everyone used to call him stupid and cowshagger. They would screw up their faces and open their mouths wide in strange expressions that reminded him of horses and that look they have. At the same time, they would point at him and make grunting noises. Until one day he grabbed hold of one of them to make him stop, and it turned out that the boy’s bones were as fragile as a sparrow’s. Even though he never meant to hurt him – afterwards, his father hurt him a lot more – on that occasion it worked out for the best, because he got expelled and never had to go there again.

         This time, however, it would turn out for the worse. For sure.

         He’d spent several days chopping up a plum tree that had fallen in the last storm. His brother arrived, red-faced and sweating from his climb up the path that led from the road to the house, and sat down on a tree stump. He was wearing a hideous polyester suit and carrying a battered briefcase. The wax in his hair had melted, he was sweating so much, and the long strands he had as usual combed over his bald patch had flopped sideways, forming a strange tonsure and making him look like some kind of medieval monk who got off on holding a burning candle to his balls. Without bothering to say hello, and still breathing heavily from the massive effort of dragging all that weight up the hill, he opened the briefcase, took out several papers with wine-glass stains on them, and handed them to Marcelino, who looked at them like a little child staring blankly at a dictionary.

         ‘Yes, yes, you’re an animal, you can’t read, I know. It doesn’t matter,’ his brother said, getting to his feet. He looked in the briefcase again and took out a pen, which he also passed to him. ‘Just sign here and here and I’ll leave you in peace.’

         Marcelino stood there, papers in one hand, pen in the other, utterly bewildered.

         ‘All right, you fucking retard, just scribble down four of your shitty letters and job done. Or put a cross. Do whatever the fuck you want. But do it now, because I haven’t got all day,’ he said, sitting back down on the stump.

         Marcelino drew some shaky forms more akin to prehistoric hand paintings on a cave wall than writing.

         ‘There you go, good boy, that’s the spirit.’ He put the documents in the briefcase, got up, swept his hair across and turned to leave. But then he stopped abruptly, as if something had occurred to him.

         ‘How can I put it, Lino… These papers, the ones you’ve just signed, they state that you agree to settle the mortgage.’ He hesitated. ‘No, hold on. It’s more like these papers state that everything you own, everything that used to be ours, inherited from Mother and Father – the house, the meadows, the granary, the vegetable plot, the cows, the lot – no longer belongs to either of us, but to some nice gentlemen who will come to claim it in the next few days. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

         But Marcelino didn’t understand. His brother took a hip flask out of his inside pocket and took a swig, as if feeling a slight pang of shame or guilt. The stench of alcohol on his breath smothered the scent of earth and fresh grass. He seemed to battle with himself, before making up his mind:

         ‘Listen, shit for brains. You’ve got no house, no meadows, no cows, no vegetable plot, nothing. It’s all gone. So start packing up your crap, and when they come, get the hell out, because they won’t tell you twice and I don’t want any trouble. Do you understand?’ He took another swig.

         And that’s when Marcelino punches him.

         His brother lets go of the hip flask, puts his hands to his head and pats it gently, as if someone’s messed up his hair. When the realization hits, he looks at Marcelino as if seeing him for the first time, frowns, more puzzled than angry, and rolls his eyes inwards to see himself for the last time. He collapses.

         A great red river runs down his forehead, bends at the bridge of his nose, and then forms a lake in the corner of his eye, flows across his cheek, and seeps into the white linen of his shirt. A sound escapes his half-open mouth: not a moan but a gurgle, like a drainpipe. Marcelino’s dog, a red-coated mongrel, barks.

         
             

         

         ‘Ino, Ino!’ his brother called out.

         His brother must have been six years old at the time. He was a sweet child. Marcelino loved giving him piggybacks and would do so whenever he was asked, even if it made his back ache. It was before he started hitting Marcelino, back when he still admired him and wanted to spend all his time with Lino, as he used to call him. His brother had a vivid imagination and was very smart. Lino could spend hours listening to the fantastical stories he invented.

         Lino was taking a moment to sit and rest in front of the house; his father had just left for the bar. It was getting dark, and the clouds were so red that it looked as though the fields behind the mountains were ablaze. A chorus of little frogs was celebrating the return of the cool evening air.

         ‘Ino!’ his brother shouted, rushing up and jumping on him. Lino laughed.

         Taking him by the hand, his brother pulled Lino towards the grain store; beneath it there was a wooden cart. He pointed to one of its wheels, crouching down to look at something.

         ‘Mine, Ino.’

         It was big and hairy. Gigantic, evil. The creature was as ugly as its web was beautiful, swaying gently in a breeze so slight only the spider could feel it. It ignored them, counting microscopic coins with its tiny feet. His brother spun round to face Lino, his eyes shining with excitement, as if he’d found a diamond.

         ‘Pretty!’ he cried joyfully.

         ‘No, it’s ugly.’

         ‘Noooo, pretty!’ he insisted.

         Lino gave in. ‘Yes, it’s pretty.’

         He named it Lina, in Lino’s honour; he said it reminded him of his brother. Lino wasn’t going to argue. He loved that little boy more than anything in the whole world. Lina only survived a few days. One morning the web was gone and she was nowhere to be seen, and his brother cried.

         A few years after that, the little boy disappeared too, and Marcelino was left all alone. He didn’t cry then either.

         
             

         

         There once lived an old woman and an old man who had nothing to eat but a piece of cheese.

         Along came a mouse and ate the cheese that was all the old woman and the old man had to eat.

         
             

         

         And on those summer evenings you could almost see the shadows growing longer. It was as if the day were stepping back, quietly heading home after a good day’s work. And even once the valleys were sated with darkness, the mountaintops still caught the last of the golden light, like islands in the middle of immense black lakes. And then came that time of evening when the first street lamps in the village – points of yellowish light dotted here and there – flickered before finally coming on while the sky was still blue, and you felt more keenly than ever the brush of the earth against the heavens.

         From Marcelino’s house, the lights in the village resembled a serene and wistful little cluster of stars. As you looked up from the valley, the lamp outside the house that was still Marcelino’s, almost at the top of the mountain, was the last to light up, at the same time as Venus.

         
             

         

         San Antolín is the capital of the municipality of San Antolín, which covers an area as large as London or Madrid but with only 624 inhabitants, according to the census. According to the census because half of them, the half under sixty, have moved away and only come back for holidays.

         You might have heard of the place because of the Neva nature reserve, named after the river that carved out most of the valleys. Or else for its well-preserved little villages, or, more recently, the sanatorium and spa where it is rumoured that the late Prince of Asturias, Alfonso de Borbón y Battenberg, a known haemophiliac, spent long periods of time before throwing it all in to become the prince of partying and madness. It is also known for its eternal silence and eternal bad weather, although this particular aspect isn’t exclusive to the area.

         The large number of fortified settlements unearthed by amateur archaeologists shows that the area has been inhabited since pre-Roman times, and yet in all its history it has not produced one single figure of note. Determined not to be outdone by their neighbours, the locals erected a bust of their own in front of the town hall, an early-twentieth-century schoolmaster whose only claim to fame was that he had managed to teach a few kids to read and write without ever beating them.

         Despite the fact that San Antolín was a fifth-century French martyr and is a well-known patron saint of hunters, the parish church is dedicated to San Antonio, the patron saint of animals. No one ever appeared to see the irony.

         You can reach San Antolín from the south, from the Leonese mountain pass at La Grada, by negotiating your way along twenty-five miles of bends and steep drops. Or from the north, where at Villar you can come off the fast and convenient motorway which runs the length of Asturias, offering glimpses of the Cantabrian Sea, and drive along a regional road for about seven miles, following the river Neva. This is the preferred route for both the young locals making their escape and the tourists flocking in. These visitors usually turn up in full mountaineering gear, as if they’re about to scale the Himalayas rather than simply eat a Flecha de San Antonio – a sweet arrow-shaped treat, a speciality in the area – down a few ciders and buy some local handicraft.

         Admittedly, the impression that you’re leaving the real world behind can be uplifting. You might almost imagine these tiny villages with their limestone houses and slate roofs as a stage set placed there purely for your entertainment. Especially when, having passed through miles of forest and valleys so steep that the sun’s rays don’t reach the ground, the road opens out into the vast light-filled valley that San Antolín shares with two hamlets: Carriles and Cobre. The second of these, perched almost at the mountain’s summit, like a kite surveying its territory, consists of just three houses, two of which are abandoned, their roofs sunken like saggy old cushions.

         In San Antolín there is an ironmonger’s that sells farm equipment, a supermarket, three cider bars, a cake shop, six souvenir shops and two hotels. It boasts a town hall and a police station; a community centre with several tables, some packs of cards and a few books; and a doctor’s surgery that opens for appointments on Thursday mornings. Parked at the taxi rank are two vehicles, which, along with a rickety old bus that comes in from Villar on market days, service the whole municipality. There used to be a primary school, but it’s been decades since there were enough children, and the few there are usually board in Villar, otherwise they wouldn’t be able to attend school in winter because of the snow.

         Broadband arrived eight years ago and there’s been mobile phone coverage for ten, although there’s only one network. Privately owned television companies didn’t move in until 2002.

         
             

         

         When Marcelino was a boy, all the fields were kept neat and tidy. He remembers the families hard at work on the land at this time of year, reaping and harvesting the fruits of the earth. The men cutting the tall grass in neat semicircles with their scythes. The women and children behind them arranging it in rows so that, days later, it could be piled up around wooden posts driven into the ground. The seeds floating in the golden air. That was the Old World, which had disappeared, along with most of the villagers. There was no laughter to be heard now, and almost all the neighbouring fields had been abandoned, to be consumed by the forest. The only noise you heard these days was the occasional distant hum of an engine, one of the villagers cutting his fields with a mower, as if there were any reason to rush. Given the chance, Marcelino would have single-handedly looked after all the pasture as far as the eye could see. He would have cut the grass with a scythe, repaired the fences and filled the meadows with gentle cows so that the twilight hours would once again echo with the deep and calming chime of their bells – an age-old sound that had all but disappeared, leaving the hills orphaned, overrun with ferns and vermin.

         Marcelino was slowly moving through the meadow, opening a path with his scythe: it was entirely up to him now to keep the chaos at bay.

         He caught the sound of a cow bellowing in pain somewhere in the distance, and straightened up.

         
             

         

         He stroked her head to calm her. The other cows carried on eating, oblivious to their companion’s condition. Marcelino inserted his hand into the large vulva and pushed until his whole arm was inside the cow. He felt for the calf, which was wriggling deep inside, and made sure it was the right way up. Luckily everything seemed to be in order, so he withdrew his arm to let nature take its course while he reassured the mother, a large mottled cow, Marcelino’s favourite, for which he felt more affection than he had ever felt for any woman who was not his mother. As night began to fall, the tiny trembling calf tried to pull itself up to stand.

         Marcelino could have gone home and come back in the morning, but some time ago the wolf, who used to exist only in legends and ghost stories, had returned to reclaim his kingdom. It was not unusual to hear howling at night, especially in winter, when the wolf strayed into the villages in search of food – a chicken, a calf, a sheep, even a dog. And so, even though it was a still, warm evening, he lit a fire. He ate a few blackberries he’d picked from the hedgerows. He drank milk straight from the cow, his head beside the calf’s, and then smoked a cigarette. He slept soundly, and woke only twice to check that everything was as it should be.

         
             

         

         Sofía doesn’t know how old she is. She can hazard a rough guess, because she does know that she was born during the last war, but she’s not quite sure when that was.

         Her birth certificate was destroyed in a fire, or misplaced. Either that, or her father never even registered her arrival – because he had better things to do than waste two days trekking over the mountain to Rodiles and two days coming back just to record that he’d had another child, when this one might not live more than a few months either. In any case, her ID card has a random date on it. The true mark of her birth is a small scar, a patch of stretched, hairless skin on her right temple, which she’ll happily show anyone who’s interested.

         As she tells it, when the ‘Galicians and the Moors’ arrived, her entire family fled to the forest. She was a baby, and her sister, Remedios, who would have been no more than five, carried her in her arms. The Moors were shooting and the Reds were firing back. Nobody cared that it was the middle of the night or that the village, with most of its inhabitants sound asleep, was in the direct line of fire. Outside in the forest bullets were whizzing all around her, tearing branches off the trees. When they eventually reached La Cuevona, her mother got a fright because Sofía was covered in blood. But she calmed down when she realized the bullet had only grazed the baby’s temple. Any further in and she’d have been dead. An inch or so the other way and it would have killed her sister.

         ‘It was a miracle,’ she says, rearranging her hair and gently smoothing it down. ‘So you see, that’s when I was born, and my sister too. We were born at the same time.’

         What she does know is that she wasn’t born here. Sofía was born in San Andrés del Monte, about seven hours east on foot. Beyond the four houses that make up the hamlet of La Condesa. Even beyond the Guanga sierra. In a sundrenched village on the slopes of Bueymuerto. A proper little village, complete with an indiano-style mansion – built at the turn of the twentieth century with a fortune acquired in the Americas – a church, and, of course, a bar, all three of which have fallen into ruin and been swallowed up by the undergrowth, the one remaining inhabitant having died thirty years ago. Now it is a ghost town because, with no residents and no votes to be won, no politician has ever bothered to convert the dirt track into a road or have electricity brought in. And so the village has been condemned to fade away along with the Old World, caught between two front lines for the second time. Sofía is the sole survivor.

         
             

         

         Every summer, Sofía sets off and keeps on walking until she reaches the village where she was born. It sounds incredible, because her back is so crooked that when she walks it looks as though she’s ploughing the earth. But it’s true, as any of the rare hikers who make it as far as San Andrés del Monte will tell you. The cemetery is in ruins. A wall of burial niches collapsed some time ago, laying bare the cells inside, like a giant abandoned honeycomb. First moss, and then grass, have blurred the outlines of the graves. The tombstones are pages written in ink long since faded; stories that cannot be read. Two stone angels, sword in hand, stand guard over a preposterous mausoleum, final resting place of the owner of the grand indiano house. Their noses have crumbled away and their eyes, blackened by the passage of time, are dead, empty sockets. From a distance you can barely make out the cemetery at all; it’s drowning in nature, foaming bubbles in every shade of green. But you can see three headstones, weathered yet gleaming white: two belonging to her parents, and a smaller one, a mound of earth marked with a stone and a white wooden cross. This is the grave of her firstborn, a baby for whom she still weeps sixty years on, whenever a fever or too much alcohol brings her down. Her old house looks well-kept too. Small, humble, freezing, but with the windows intact, the roof still in one piece, the weeds kept at bay and the little doormat, like a faithful old dog, waiting by the door.

         How must she feel when, all alone, she enters the ruined landscape of her memories? Which ghosts might she greet as she walks into the village? Who waits with open arms to welcome her? What goes through her mind as darkness falls, as she sits in her little chair in front of the house, a candle beside her and countless shadows lengthening all around? Perhaps she can see it all as it once was. Where you might see a tiny village square overrun with brambles, shells of houses on three of its four sides and a stone drinking fountain used only by the occasional wild horse, perhaps she sees the young men sitting on a bench outside the bar after work, tumbler of wine in hand, cracking jokes and flirting with the girls.

         ‘You’re looking gorgeous, Sofía!’

         Maybe there are children playing, shrieking with excitement. Cowbells chiming as the cattle come home, in glorious harmony with the bells of the little church ringing out across the valley. The crickets and the frogs in the river, the cuckoo, and the dogs barking because they’re afraid the disappearing day will never return. The men’s shouts and the thud of dominoes on the tables in the bar behind the yellow windowpanes – a puppet theatre. The oil lamp casting the shadows of the men’s heads onto the wall, prisoners trying to break free. The women on the doorsteps, catching up on all the gossip. Perhaps all of them, and all these things, are still here today; perhaps they linger on because she is here, remembering them.

         Just picture her, sitting in her little wicker chair, in front of her old house. She says that when she dies she’d like to be buried here, with her family; her children are at their wits’ end. One of the grandsons has come up with a plan to have her cremated and take her ashes to the cemetery. They might even scatter some in the village square. They haven’t told her yet, but they’re all agreed.

         
             

         

         Marcelino ventured down the hill from Cobre only now and again, when he needed something. But he didn’t go to the market; he preferred to avoid people. He didn’t like to go into San Antolín either, choosing instead the bar in the neighbouring hamlet of Carriles which sold a few essentials for the old folk who didn’t have anyone to look after them.

         When he came back to the house that morning, he milked the cows and went down to leave his churn by the roadside, to be collected by the truck that came once a day. The few euros he got for the milk were his sole income. He was surprised to find that his brother’s car was no longer parked at the junction. Retracing his steps, he discovered that neither his brother nor the axe remained on the ground by the woodpile. He guessed he must have gone into the house, furious, looking for him to get his revenge. There were finger marks in the thick dust on the furniture, like the footprints of tiny animals chasing each other. The wardrobes were open, revealing yellowed, decaying rags that had once been clothes. He hadn’t bothered to shut the drawers, and their contents – lifeless objects like screws, nails, pieces of wire, knife and fork handles, corks and light fittings – resembled the rusty entrails of a bad memory. Panic-stricken, he lifted a floorboard and took out the metal box where he kept his most treasured possessions: an Astra pistol from the war; a silver-plated knife in the shape of a fish; a photo of his mother holding his brother, standing next to his father, whose face had been scratched away with a key; and a thousand euros in small notes, which he’d been saving these past years to buy a mule, partly because he needed one and partly just because he liked them. Everything was as he had left it; his brother hadn’t found what he was looking for.

         This time, Marcelino couldn’t go to the bar in Carriles, because he was almost certain that his brother would be there, drowning his rage with alcohol. There was nothing for it but to go down to the bottom of the valley, to San Antolín, where, as usual on a Sunday, it was market day.

         
             

         

         The way into San Antolín was across a stone bridge over the Neva, only wide enough for one car, which meant that there was always a small traffic jam. But aside from the occasional toot, which if anything sounded jolly, as if a child on its father’s lap were playing with the horn, no one complained. No one was in a rush. Why would they be?

         A tiny cloud floating in the blue sky seemed to magnify its vastness. The light was so sharp and clear that even the short-sighted could see without glasses. In the distance, the white rocky mountain ridge towered, majestic and indifferent. At its feet, all the little valleys lay curled up together like puppies. A few old women were standing chatting next to a large wicker basket containing their wares: a handful of surplus vegetables from their own modest crops. Two or three gypsies were selling knickers, and plastic shoes that fall apart as soon as you wear them. Several black men cheerfully displayed supposedly handcrafted leather belts and bags, which smelled as though they had come straight off the poor cow’s back. We swear there was even a stall selling cassette tapes, and people were buying them. The bars were full to bursting; the terraces were packed, and some customers had taken bar stools out onto the pavements, which were littered with a snowfall of crumpled serviettes and toothpicks. They were all talking loudly and gesticulating. Even the most wretched of souls seemed happy, and they all carried on as if they were immortal, which in that precise instant they probably were.

         All except Marcelino, who hugged the walls, trying to pass by unnoticed, scared they might try to speak to him, say something that he of course wouldn’t understand. It was always the same. They would open their mouths wide as if to bite him, wave their arms around and screw up their faces. It seemed to him as if their eyeballs might fall from their sockets at any moment and roll about the floor, and then what would he do, what could he do, someone as stupid as him, who didn’t understand anything?

         So Marcelino went to the ironmonger’s, La Llave. He liked it in there because Artemio was a man of few words. Also, he liked all the tools and other objects that were crammed onto the shelves, floor to ceiling. Tools, unlike humans, don’t lie. They are honest and their purpose is clear. What’s more, they’re not bothered who uses them, provided they are used for the job for which they were made. He bought an axe, a few nails and some boxes of matches.

         Then came the hard part. As fast as he could, he raced up and down the supermarket aisles, searching for the same items he always bought (for some reason, they were always moving things around and putting up huge posters as if it were fiesta time): four boxes of María Fontaneda biscuits, the only treat in an otherwise bland diet ever since Olvido had introduced him to them when he was a child; five nine-hundred-gram tins of tuna in sunflower oil, the only fish he ate (plus, the empty cans had lots of uses); a few bars of Lagarto soap for washing both him and his clothes; five kilos of pasta; ten tins of tomatoes; a five-litre can of olive oil; three kilos of flour; a few packets of medium-roast ground coffee; fifteen loaves of bread; and three kilos of chorizo. María, the cashier, tried to make small talk, like she did with all the customers, which is why everyone liked her; but Marcelino looked down at the floor and didn’t respond.

         He took a taxi for only the third time in his life: the first was when he had to take his mother to the A & E in Villar because his father had completely lost it; the second was when they buried her.

         
             

         

         There were multiple tyre tracks in the mud in front of his house, convincing him that his brother had returned, most likely with some friends, the ones with whom he’d just as readily drink himself into a stupor as go out hunting. They had rifles and were more vicious than the wild boars they left with their tongues lolling, bloody fist-sized holes in their flanks, tied to the trailers containing their frenzied dogs.

         His brother must be furious. This time, simply looking down at the floor and waiting for the dark clouds to open wouldn’t save him.

         
             

         

         At the bar in Carriles, Marcelino didn’t need to say a word for Pando Chico, the landlord, to pour him a glass of DYC whisky. It was what he ordered every fortnight when he dropped by, but he never drank it. It was a ritual, almost like lighting a candle when you enter a church. He sat on a stool listening to the ice cubes in his glass crackling like gnashing teeth before melting away. Four men were playing cards at a table. Pando stood leaning against the counter, reading the paper.

         The stuffed boar’s head above the fireplace surveyed the scene, its glass eyes yellowed by time and smoke. Not from the hearth, which was never lit, but from the millions of cigarettes and cigars consumed by successive generations of villagers. And that was fine. Nothing ever changed. Any changes would have put off the punters, as well as the ghosts who were still there, chatting about the same old things.

         He pictured his father sitting on a stool near him. He was smiling. He had a glass of whisky too. His mood hadn’t yet turned sour. He hadn’t drunk too much yet and his soul hadn’t blackened yet either. The flushed cheeks above his thick beard were a sign that he was content. He went to take out his cigarettes and Marcelino leaned over to offer him one of his. His father took one and smiled. Then he raised his glass in a toast. Marcelino did the same. No one paid any attention.

         
             

         

         ‘They’re looking for you, Lino,’ said Pando, when Marcelino went to pay for his drink.

         The card players glanced at him.

         Pando hesitated. Eventually he added: ‘Your brother.’

         It was enough to confirm his fears.

         And that was the last we saw of Marcelino the Nobody.

         
             

         

         Early next morning, when the day was no more than a haze of light silhouetting the mountains, José Luis, already at work at the Mayjeco, brought in the empty bins, turned on the lights, unloaded the cups he’d put in the dishwasher the night before, wiped down the bar and tables with a cloth soaked in cheap gin, switched on the coffee machine, and while he waited for the first customer – most likely Chitina, who went to work each day in Oviedo and got up as early as a nun – smoked a quick cigarette and read La Voz de Villar. There was only one news story: Manuel González Álvarez, of San Antolín, had been found dead outside his family home by his girlfriend. She had gone out looking for him when it got late and he hadn’t come home. Now the police were looking for the victim’s brother, who they feared might be injured. José Luis looked around for someone to tell. When he realized he was the only one there, he shook his head and tutted. He thought it was too bad, but something like this was bound to happen sooner or later. Then he thought how strange it was that in a place where nothing ever happened, two people should have died in the same week: barely four days ago the old spinster Benjamina’s gas oven had exploded, taking Benjamina with it. It never rains but it pours, he said to himself absent-mindedly, using one of those clichés we tend to fall back on. He went outside and arranged the two tables and five plastic chairs on the terrace. The click-clack of Chitina’s high heels echoed through the silent streets, waking up the entire village.

         
            . . .

         

         But if there was one thing Benjamina wasn’t, it was an old spinster. She was old, certainly. And a spinster. But not the two together. Nothing about her suggested a woman who always wore black, or who whiled away the hours staring out from her little shack, pining for the life she could have had if only a man had loved her or she had let herself be loved. And there was no reason to imagine her grieving for her barren womb, never blessed by the saints despite countless hours spent kneeling, most of them praying at San Antonio’s feet or scrubbing the church floor, eyes shining with devotion, her shrivelled fingers counting rosary beads as if they were coins to pay Charon with, so that he would carry her from this valley of tears to a heaven conjured up from a whole host of paradises, fear and ignorance.

         Not a bit of it! That old spinster was not Benjamina. The real one wore clothes as flowery and vibrant as the blooms that trailed over almost the entire front wall of her house. And they used to say that as many men had passed through her bed as had visited the brothel in Villar, and that there wasn’t a single man born between the 1920s and the 1950s within a twenty-mile radius who hadn’t had filthy dreams about her.

         
             

         

         ‘Let a man inside you a second time and you’ll never get him out,’ she used to say.

         
             

         

         You see, she’d had to turn down so many marriage proposals that the pumpkins she’d given, as custom dictated, to her disappointed suitors would have made a ton of ‘angel hair’ jam – incidentally, the only part of the angels she was interested in. And to top it off, she had even seduced two or three grateful generations of one family, all of whom turned up at her funeral, barely able to conceal their smiles.

         
             

         

         It is absurd to think yourself superior simply because you are alive. The arrogance of the present makes no sense whatsoever.

         You already existed thirty thousand years ago. Those cavemen and cavewomen dressed in animal hides who, huddled around the fire, caked in mud and lice-ridden, were physically and mentally the same as you. The Mesopotamian farmer who at forty was the oldest in the settlement, and the priest who tended the eternal flame in the temple – neither was any different from your friends. The Egyptian pharaoh who had a colossal pyramid built, his very own space shuttle, which on his death would launch him into the stars to be united with his fellow gods – he could be your brother-in-law. The thousands of Romans, cheering excitedly as lions tore apart Christian virgins in the arena – they were all of us. And that torn-apart Christian virgin was our sister, and we the ones who later made a saint of her. Nothing, absolutely nothing, differentiates us from the millions of Germans who worshipped Hitler, or from the Russians who let communism get out of hand. Nothing distinguishes you from your grandparents, who believed themselves superior too. You are your forebears in the Plaza de Oriente, mourning the death of Franco, and you are the liberals shouting ‘Down with NATO’. You are, and you will be, the same: all convinced that you are unique and superior for the simple fact of being alive. You will be your children believing their own technological lies, and we will be our grandchildren frying our brains with drugs yet to be invented.

         
             

         

         But let us continue. We have the voice and we have the time. We have all time. This is the moment.

         
             

         

         Along came a cat and ate the mouse that ate the cheese that was all the old woman and the old man had to eat.

         
             

         

         As we were saying: ‘Let a man inside you a second time and you’ll never get him out,’ Benjamina used to say before bringing up a big gob of saliva, which she would spit out between her teeth.

         Like a climber who freezes to death in a cave on K2, doing what they love and the only thing they know, that is how Benjamina died: almost at the summit of her insignificant life, free and beautiful like the porcelain thimbles she collected.

         She liked to drink La Asturiana anís; classic or cherry. She loved big hearty meals and sleeping in till lunchtime. At the age of eighty she would get dolled up as if she were a twenty-year-old going to the romería festival. She hardly ever travelled and never left Spain. She didn’t like the city and she refused to fly. She didn’t like foreigners either, although she was prepared to make an exception for the black men who called at her door now and then selling trinkets.

         Once a month her only nephew, a dull forty-something who lived in Oviedo, would come for a visit. She would sometimes joke, when she was trying to endear herself to him, that she was so alone she could drop dead and the neighbours wouldn’t even notice until she began to smell. But in truth she was only alone when she wanted to be, and she wasn’t alone at the end. The kitchen exploded, the roof blew off, a huge blast shattered the glass in the neighbours’ windows, a shower of tiles rained down on the village, and the column of smoke could be seen from Villar. Even El Sordo, deaf as he was, got to hear about it. It was a gas leak, at dinner time.

         The fiestas that are held in villages and hamlets throughout Spain, generally in honour of the local saint, usually culminate in a spectacular display of rockets and fireworks. And it was the same for Benja. The explosion that echoed across the whole valley was the firework display that brought her magnificent fiesta to a fitting close.

         After the fireworks, the decorations are gathered up, the stage is dismantled and all the families, and all the youngsters who have drunk too much, go home.

         ‘God must be a man,’ Benjamina once said, drunk on anís.

         
             

         

         Early one morning Lino heard his father calling for him.

         He found him by the creek. He had pruned the hazel tree, almost to the ground. Its supple, slender branches, lush as a peacock’s tail feathers, lay in an enormous pile.

         His father told him to pick off the hazelnuts, put them in a basket, which was almost as big as he was, and peel the stems. And not to so much as think about eating any nuts.

         He set to work. Happily, at first. The soft white down from the underside of the healthy green leaves drifted in the clear sky, landed in his hair, covered his clothes like light filtering into newly opened, still sleepy eyes. The bark of the straight stems peeled off to reveal their fresh, shiny, smooth insides, like a tooth peeping out from a child’s gums.

         As time went on the feeling of happiness wore off. His hands hurt from tugging at this hard, flexible wood, which he just couldn’t pull apart. The down formed a sticky film with his sweat, and his face itched no matter how much he scratched it.

         Midday came and he was hungry and he was only a child and he couldn’t eat the hazelnuts because Father had forbidden it and the beatings hurt even more than the hazel stems.

         And midday went, the afternoon was ebbing away, and still he kept going, almost buried in leaves, there beside the creek. The sun began to sink between the mountains and puffed itself up like hens do when they’re about to go to sleep.

         At the sound of footsteps he looked up to see his mother coming towards him. She handed him a piece of bread and butter; the rye bread looked like caked mud. Lino sat down among the leaves and ate. His mother watched him and then her gaze shifted to the mountain of hazel stems beside him, and the basket almost filled to the brim with nuts.

         She praised him, and he promised her that he would be finished by the time Father came back.

         After he had eaten he let out a great belch, which made his mother smile. She took a handful of nuts from the basket and gave them to her son.

         Lino ate them, and his mother collected up the shells. As she left, she kissed him on the forehead.

         
             

         

         His father returned when the full moon was high in the sky. Lino was asleep on top of the mound of leaves. After checking that the task had been completed to his satisfaction, his father lurched drunkenly, picked up one of the stems and whipped him awake.

         Lino sat up. His father loomed over him, a gigantic dark shadow stinking of alcohol. A swarm of flies was buzzing around him. Lino picked up the basket and put it on his shoulders. It was bigger than he was, and he felt his bones bend under the massive load. His father watched him for a few seconds and laughed. As they walked he carried on beating Lino with the stick, as if he were a mule, but when they reached the house he didn’t hit him with his fists, and let him sleep in peace.

         
             

         

         But that was the Old World. In the New World it was getting dark when Marcelino arrived home. He fed the cows and gazed at the newborn calf, which was sleeping beside its mother. Outside, frogs were croaking, crickets were chirping in the warm night air and some dogs were barking further down the valley. A cool breeze rustled through the branches of the hazel trees and swept into the cowshed, causing the little bulb, which shone with a faint yellow light, to swing gently. He felt very sleepy. A mix of emotions had tired him out and left him almost unable to sleep the previous night. He settled down on a pile of straw and simply dropped off, like a child.

         
             

         

         He was woken by the nervous clucking of the chickens in the coop. Stepping outside, he inhaled the sharp breath of dawn. Night’s black tapestry was unravelling, retreating to the top of the mountains, which were silhouetted by a blaze of pale light. He scratched the back of his neck. Then he brought the cows out and set them free.

         All seemed to be fine in the henhouse. He opened the door so that the birds would escape once they realized that they could, which might take a while and would probably happen by accident, given that they are fantastically stupid.

         He emptied a potato sack and packed it with food. As soon as there was enough light in the sky, he set off for the Old World.

         At the top of El Barco meadow he turned to look at his house for the last time. A wash of grey watercolour was swirling out of the chimney. His mother was at the front door, his brother in her arms. He pointed towards Lino and they both looked at him. They were smiling and waving goodbye. He kept walking.

         
             

         

         He remembered the oldest old man in the world, back in the Old World. He was sharpening his scythe, sitting beside a stilt granary, its old frame as tired and crooked as the old man’s. His beret was so dirty that it looked grey. He had greeted Lino and his mother fondly. Lino must have been five years old. If he’d been a little older he might have walked the whole way, his mother wouldn’t have been so tired, and perhaps it wouldn’t have taken them three days to get there.

         They had stepped into a whitewashed cottage with tiny windows, as dark and melancholy as the old man’s eyes. He remembered too the small kitchen with its enormous hearth, individual outlines blurred by a blanket of soot covering absolutely everything. Over by the fire, the oldest old woman in the Old World. She was dozing in a little wicker chair; there was barely anything of her and she had such trouble breathing she’d probably have been better off dead. His mother gave her a kiss on the cheek and she opened her eyes, which were blue, almost white, veiled by thick cataracts. His mother stroked the old lady’s cheek, and she caught hold of her hand, clinging on tightly, as if it would save her from drowning.

         Lino’s mother told him to give the little old lady a kiss. She smelled of biscuits, earth and bleach. Then she gave a toothless smile like a baby magpie and made a gurgling sound as if she had sand in her throat. She gurgled some more and his mother understood, even if he didn’t. That was about all he could remember of the Old World. The yellow smell of human piss and past lives filled with misery. A white washbowl with a tear-shaped chip in its enamel, glowing in the darkness like an apparition. A one-eyed ginger cat asleep at the old woman’s feet. A tatty old oilcloth on a rickety table. A few empty hooks, blackened by grease over the years. A handful of dried ears of corn tied up in a piece of cloth. Shadows dancing on the filthy wall. That’s about it. Except that for once his father was far away. That’s about it. Except that, that night, he slept beside his mother and felt no fear. Except that he was happy in the Old World, and that he meant to go back. This time to escape from his brother. He kept walking.

         
             

         

         Four hours later, at the Castañedo de Judas, he stopped. These four giant hundred-year-old chestnut trees – burned-out and hollow after countless lightning strikes and just as many fires built by shepherds who’d sheltered there – marked the furthest from home he had ever ventured on his own. They were so named not only because of the profusion of wizened branches, which were like brittle arms, but for the dark holes in the bark that resembled furious faces or witches’ toothless mouths, or black satanic eyes, or the gates of hell where Judas was still burning along with all those who had committed suicide, and all the other wicked people, like José el de Cachulo, the priest, and Marcelino’s father. But Marcelino of course didn’t see any such faces or symbols of damnation. These were four fine chestnut trees. They would yield good chestnuts that would be roasted on the fire for the whole family, and people would tell amusing stories, tinged with regret because the days would be getting shorter and colder, and the pregnant bears would be settling down to sleep in their caves and the wolves and the wild boar and all the other animals would be searching for somewhere to hide in the piles of dry black sticks the forest would soon become. The chestnut was a fine tree, full of warmth, closeness and family. And someday these trees would be firewood, a yellowish wood not as hard as oak but tough, rich and dense – the kind that makes the best furniture. Someday they would be charcoal, ashes. He kept walking.

         
             

         

         What we grow upwards, we must also grow deep down. A tree without strong roots is destined to fall at the first gust of wind.

         While it may be true that all those who have had a miracle befall them prayed for it, it doesn’t follow that praying is enough on its own. And while it may be true that all those who have achieved something wished to achieve it, it doesn’t follow that simply wishing is all it takes. The past is a village folklore, a fairy tale rewritten every day to get us through the winter, and to help us imagine a vast world beyond the valley. And the future is a promise in whose name we deny ourselves the one true paradise: this very moment we are navigating, as if on a floating island; this time in which we are living. Here, hovering a few inches above ground – this is our kingdom. We are safe here. You see, it doesn’t take more than that. This is the moment. It is all moments. We have the voice and we have the time.

         
             

         

         And it didn’t take much more than those mellow dog days of August. Some of the fields neatly cut for the last time in the year, great bales of hay piled into stacks; others abandoned, their grass grown tall and yellow; treetops beginning to fade, earth loose and dry, waiting for a shower or a storm; the sparrows plump; the fireflies brimming with light. The days are long and full, like a siesta after a hearty meal, like a pre-Romanesque church dedicated to a god who is relatable, rural, benevolent and not to be feared. And it seems as if everything will stay like this forever, even though the sunsets, turned golden by the caramel days, are becoming tinged, almost imperceptibly, drop by drop, with the silvery grey of the trout’s back that is winter, and the swallows are disappearing unnoticed, until one day we’ll realize they’re gone, like a pleasant dream we forget on waking. And the god Pan, satiated with lovemaking, plays a melancholy tune on his pipes, and it sweeps through the forests and villages in the form of a breeze, trailing a handful of dry leaves behind it. And we wear a rueful smile, like a teenager who has lost his virginity to a girl he doesn’t much care for, but hey, it is what it is. And we laugh as darkness falls and our laughter drifts up to the sky, transformed into bats and swirling plumes of cigarette smoke.

         It didn’t take much more than those dog days – drifting, directionless – for a story that should have died a death in the crime section of the local paper to be given a new and remarkable lease of life.

         Not one, not two, but three of the papers stacked up in piles outside Ana la Colorines’s news stand were sporting front-page headlines declaring that Marcelino had killed his brother and then gone shopping.

         This was the seed that began to grow over those lazy, humdrum August days; the tiny spring that was joined by so many other waterways that, together, they burst through the serene dams of summer.

         
             

         

         The patches of sky he could see above his head between the chestnut and hazel branches were the colour of dying embers, and the night shadows were already lying in wait along the wayside. For twelve hours he had been following the course of a tiny stream as small, insignificant and pig-headed as he was and whose name, if it ever had one, had never been written down and had been lost when the last man to care a jot about it died. Marcelino had listened to it murmuring by his side all day, asking to be noticed, and so he decided that he would pay it some attention and moved closer. He drank from the stream’s cool black ink. Afterwards he leaned against the grassy slope of the riverbank to rest. He could smell darkness, stone, toad, placenta, life. He fell asleep at once, so he didn’t see them approach.

         
             

         

         ‘Isn’t that him, only in disguise?’ asked the younger of the two. ‘Look at his hair, his eyebrows, it looks like him.’

         The other one moved closer to Marcelino and peered at his face. She admired his eyebrows, like prickly chestnut husks, his hair, black, dirty and thick like a wolf’s, and his thin lips and gentle expression.

         ‘No, it’s not him. Feel his warm breath. This man is mortal and he’s sleeping because he’s tired,’ she said, returning to the water. She was holding a baby barely a couple of months old at her breast.

         ‘How long is it since we saw one?’

         ‘I don’t know. Ages.’

         ‘I’d begun to worry there were none left.’

         They were naked and standing up to their ankles in the water. Their skin was white with glints of green. The older one had hair the colour of the earth; the younger one’s was green. The baby bit his mother’s nipple, causing her to cry out in pain. She took him off her breast and the baby began to cry, revealing shiny white teeth. A few drops of blood fell from the mother’s nipple and transformed into tadpoles as they broke the surface of the water. The younger one looked at her pityingly.

         ‘Perhaps his family is nearby. You might be able to exchange your child for one of theirs.’

         The older one said nothing for a moment and then shook her head.

         ‘No, I don’t think so. He’s not wearing a wedding ring and he’s as filthy as a dog. This man always sleeps alone. He’s afraid and he’s running from something. He could be a vagrant, a madman, a werewolf,’ she explained to her sister.

         But her sister wasn’t ready to give up hope yet.

         ‘And do you think he could —’ she started to ask, opening her hands to reveal a large skein of the finest gold thread.

         ‘Don’t be a fool,’ her sister interrupted sharply. Then she said, ‘Forgive me, I shouldn’t have insulted you, I know you’re only thinking of me.’ She took her sister’s hands and closed her fingers around the skein like a flower. Then she pulled her out of the water.

         They moved closer to Marcelino.

         ‘Look at his hands, look at his fingers, they’re thick and hard like the tree roots in the riverbank. Fingers like those could never unravel it. They’d break it as soon as they touched it. And we’d be responsible for the death of a man who’s never hurt anyone. His heart would stop beating, the world would be a little colder, and we’d be to blame.’

         ‘But maybe —’

         ‘Hush now, let it go,’ the older sister interrupted for the second time. ‘This child will die, like the others. This child will return to the earth, like the rest, whether we like it or not. And then the he-goat will find us, make us love him once again, with his laugh, his breeze, his sun and his music, and everything will begin again,’ she said, as they stepped away and their voices were once again the trickle of water across the stones.

         
             

         

         Marcelino woke with a start and grabbed the pistol. He surveyed his surroundings. In the same instant, he and the intruder spotted each other. A little fox with a bushy golden tail was holding his ground on the bank, barely two yards away. Marcelino smiled and put the pistol away. The fox carried on drinking. A patch of milky moonlit sky was just visible between the trees, above the stream. An owl hooted. His father hated owls, because people said that when someone was about to die an owl would hoot outside their house at night. But his mother had explained to him that the bird was playing a flute to guide the spirits in the dark, and Marcelino liked that.

         
             

         

         Pan, he of the goat’s hooves and horns, fell madly in love with a nymph called Syrinx. She didn’t share his feelings, so she fled to prevent him from possessing her. But he, in his desperation, pursued her across mountain slopes, lakes, forests, summits, oceans, rivers, caves, he pursued her over land, water and rock, through pollen, soil and leaves, through blood and sap; he chased her through fog, through drought, through blackened forests, over the entrails of half-eaten animals, over semen, stripped-clean bones and burned-out woodland, over snake holes, dried leaves and rotten trunks, over the bellow of the rutting stag, over sharp fangs; no matter where she hid, he always found her and she was forced to escape all over again.




OEBPS/images/9781908670724_cover_epub.jpg
OF SAINTS
AND MIRACLES

MANUEL ASTUR

Translated from the Spanish by Claire Wadie PEIRENE





