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            FOREWORD

         

         In the story by Medardo Fraile called ‘The Bookstall’, a man starts to buy books from a stall where the wares are generally so weathered that they’ve become more object than book, like rain-soaked slabs of sod—so much so that if he gives one a “squeeze” he can actually smell “the earth and the air, the rain and the sun” in it. At the end of this story, a story about inevitable disintegration, the man is living in a state of hope and delight. What he hopes is that “one day a novel would simply crumble to dust in his hands”, and what has “surprised and delighted” him most is that inside his latest purchase he has found “a small, dead toad”—quite real, quite dead—“but it seemed to him very beautiful”.

         This is reminiscent for a fleeting moment of the American twentieth-century poet Marianne Moore who once defined our true poets as the “literalists of the imagination”, the writers most able to present to their readers “imaginary gardens with real toads in them”. It’s a little subconscious nudge, maybe, from Fraile, for us to bear in mind that the dividing line between the forms of short story and poem is often thin and permeable, and that one of the most exciting things that literary forms can do is cross the lines, not just between each other, but between the imagined and the real, between the book and the world, to make a specific, literary and very real kind of surprise and delight.

         The stories in Things Look Different in the Light, resonant, distilled, seemingly direct but really shapeshifting and mysterious, have the openness and the exactness of poetry. At the same time they’re salty, earthy, very human stories. They’re often hilarious. They’re often sad. They like to appear throwaway and everyday; some perform like perfect jokes, some act the anecdote, some are so fast as to be over as soon as they begin. But every one of them chases that place where the book and the world come together—where reality, language and fiction meld to make something more revealing about all three.

         Medardo Fraile died in early 2013, aged 88. He had spent his childhood and his adolescence in Madrid, but lived in the UK since the 1960s, when he left Franco’s Spain. He worked for a while at the University of Southampton before settling permanently in Scotland, taking a teaching post at the University of Strathclyde in Glasgow where he taught Spanish language and literature until he retired from his professorship in the mid-1980s to concentrate solely on his fiction. Fraile began as an experimental playwright, was a writer of academic articles, stories for children, essays about cinema (this collection of stories subtly displays his cineaste love) and along with his bestselling memoir work he was also a translator into Spanish, with his wife Janet, of Robert Louis Stevenson’s unfinished 1896 novel, Weir of Hermiston.

         But it was as a short story writer that Fraile was most acclaimed and beloved in Spain, where over the decades his stories won him honours and several major prizes. Things Look Different in the Light is the first anthologizing of his work to reach publication in the UK—the first substantial translation of his work to be available in English. Its opening story, ‘Berta’s Presence’, is so much about the power of the seemingly small things in life that it could be about the short story form itself. It asks readers to shift perspective on, to understand quite differently, human presence in the world.

         A small child is having a birthday party. A young man comes to the party. But then a young woman whose mere presence discomfits the young man arrives too, and the man suffers a crisis in confidence and leaves the party downcast. In short, that’s all that happens. But what really happens is—everything, in a comical, bitter near-tragedy for the young man, whose heart in his chest is so full of dark and light that his chest becomes a “great lighthouse”, and where a tiny child not quite one year old, with no recognizable language at all, can be revealed as a force of articulation, “an amorphous, attractive being, at once yielding and terrible, who no one had ever seen in a theatre, a cinema or a café, or even strolling down the street”. It is a story where someone so small, so seemingly removed from what we recognize as the usual social commerce, proves a source of epic energy, “great things engaged in vigorous movement”. It is funny, and as it draws all of a sudden to its end, suddenly terribly sad. The moodswings from moment to moment in the room, the wordlessness, the unsayables, the small talk, have bristled to life in a story all about people hopelessly unable to speak to each other.

         So little is said and so much is conveyed; one of Fraile’s gifts is the giving of voice and language to things and states that ostensibly have none. In his writing, the sea has its own syntax. In the story called ‘Full Stop’, the merest punctuation mark is proof, both at once, of terrible human frailty and ebullient existence. ‘Cloti’, a story of a serving girl who comes from the country to a well-off family in the city, looks like a story whose only purpose is its funny punchline—but its hefty punch, when it comes to the question (in a country where people are the same nationality, share the same history but live as if on different planets) of who has voice, who hasn’t and who decides who gets to speak and how, packs a powerful and far-resonating revelation.

         “Life, I think, is full of surprises,” as the narrator of the story called ‘Typist or Queen’ puts it. These stories go out of their way to de-romanticize. This is the beginning of the story called ‘A Shirt’: “Fermín Ulía, although poor—and from a poor neighbourhood—had already sailed, if not the seven seas, at least two or three.” It begins with the puncturing and dismissal of romantic expectations; by the end of its first paragraph it has reduced the sea to “that great cod-liver oil factory… that great factory of phosphorous”. Then, in the space of only a couple of pages, Fraile springs an unfathomable surprise, so that ‘A Shirt’ becomes a story about the mysteries that inhabit even the work clothes we mundanely wear, and one of the most romantic and moving stories in the collection.

         In Fraile’s work typists are queens and typists at the same time, just as the two ageing old spinster sisters in one of his most playful stories, ‘Child’s Play’, can and will—and of course can’t and won’t—outwit their own ageing process by hanging extra glass and lights on their old chandelier. Their sitting-room furniture has to be altered to make more room for the monstrous size of the chandelier, and the light they create bleeds through the walls into the apartment next door. The neighbours complain. The landlord shrugs. “One cannot speak ill of light.” There’s nothing romantic about it; the chandelier is a “great jellyfish”, a “gigantic udder filled with light”, and the sisters become like “two old raisins filled with light”. But with the final off-switch, death, both old women dead and buried go on glowing under the ground for weeks. The story pivots between gentle satire and a renewal of vision. At its heart stereotype is dismissed—“we will never be relegated to a corner”, the girls decide when they’re younger. Human sensitivity and strength are lit and liberated by a vital piece of comic storytelling.

         Such generosity runs through Fraile’s writing like electricity, or like light and flowers do, but always in the knowledge that flowers wilt and light is a matter of darkness. The people in the stories yawn, yearn, know disappointment, sense the sadness of time as it slips away, and can’t do anything about it. But the stories suggest and offer a different currency, and it’s typical of Fraile that Rosita, in ‘The Cashier’, takes the money in the café bar she works in and at the same time records, in a story about the real worth of the stories we tell about ourselves and others, “the hidden depths and ways of the regular customers” or that Luis, in ‘That Novel’, knows he’s read a novel in which the whole of life is held, “in richer, livelier and more memorable form” than life really is, but can’t remember the name of it, and the story’s bathetic and funny ending is both a denial of satisfaction and a satisfaction in itself. In these stories, like in the shining ‘Reparation’ Fraile calls for the recognition of a different kind of accountability. A man’s wife has died. In their lifetime, the man and his wife were robbed of their only substantial income. At her death the man decides to become a beggar and at its end the story calculates what is owed the man, but so exactly that the act of the story becomes a reparation in itself which resonates across all the losses, all the disappointments.

         In Fraile’s eyes, “the mornings were the colour of rabbits or wild boar.” “The road was a strange, sleeping, endless blue vein.” Miracles are an everyday matter here and the everyday so surreal that, as the narrator of ‘Play it Again, Sam’ suggests, why would we need cinema when the mundane is so shocking a surreality? But the real miracle in this work is the revelation of the worth, not of strangeness, but of ordinariness. “Was I the boy who was going to write Paradise Lost or The Divine Comedy?” the narrator of the bittersweet ‘The Lemon Drop’ says. “Something very valuable was cut short. And something perhaps far more ordinary was set in motion.”

         In these robust, funny, transformatory stories, Medardo Fraile, a master of the short story form, sets the ordinary alight; he graces it with an enlightening shift of vision like the kicker in a cocktail, and with an energy that’s a repeating efflorescence. He reveals the dust of us as really worth something. He questions not just how we’re seen and how we see, but what books are for—books like the ones on that bookstall, so wet and weather-ruined that they’ve stuck to the planks of the stall and have to be prised off, prised open. Inside, “those books contained the tunes he played on the harmonica, the ox carts, human time, the joy of walking the earth.”

         It’s a real matter of delight having these stories in English at last.

         

         ALI SMITH

      

   


   
      

         
            BERTA’S PRESENCE

         

         IT WAS LUPITA’S FIRST BIRTHDAY. Lupita was an amorphous, attractive being, at once yielding and terrible, whom no one had ever seen in a theatre, a cinema or a café, or even strolling down the street. But she was plotting in silence. She imagined great things engaged in vigorous movement and was convinced that she would triumph. She smelt delicious in her night attire. She smelt like a little girl about to turn one. Her parents had invited their friends over for a bite to eat. “Do come. It’s Lupita’s first birthday.”

         Jacobo rang the bell and heard familiar voices inside. When the door opened, he said loudly, “Where’s Lupita? Where’s that little rascal?” And the child appeared, squirming about in her mother’s arms, her small body erect, excited, attentive. Lupita, in her own strange, personal language had managed to convey to her mother the idea of tying two small pink bows—like wide-set miniature horns—in her sparse, perfumed hair. It hadn’t been her mother’s doing at all. The suggestion had come from Lupita herself, aware of her charms and her flaws. “So what have you got to say for yourself, then, eh? What has Señorita Lupe got to say for herself?” And Jacobo produced a little box of sweets from his pocket and showed it to her. “Baaa!” said Lupita joyfully, showing the visitor her pink uvula and waving her arms and legs about as if fearlessly leaping over each “a” she uttered. She liked Jacobo.

         A bottle on the table reflected the branches of the chestnut tree outside the window. It was a warm evening, the windows open, full of the distant murmurs and melodies set in motion by the departing sun. One of those evenings on which the scented, rustling countryside suddenly enters the city, as if the countryside had left itself behind for a few hours in order to set the city-dweller humming a tune, whether at a birthday party, in a bar or at home. One of those evenings when the factory siren sounds like the moan of a large, friendly animal gone astray and where the frank, rustic kisses of the soldier and his sweetheart sound like pebbles in a stream. One of those evenings of high, long, tenuous mists, so that when the first stars come out, they will not appear too naked.

         Every now and then, the doorbell rang and new friends came into the room. The engaged couple, bound together by a prickly sweetness, the wounding words recently and rapidly spoken on the landing outside not yet forgotten and transmuted instead into delicate social irony. The tall friend, in a dark, striped suit, who keeps looking at his watch only immediately to forget what it said, with the look of a man who has left some poor girl standing on a corner. The newlyweds, inured by now to everyone’s jokes, strolling in as if fresh from a gentle walk, he in an immaculate shirt and she full of solicitous gestures. The desperate young woman, who can never persuade her fiancé to accompany her on visits, whose stockings always bag slightly and who has one permanently rebellious lock of hair. The sporty friend, always fresh from the shower, slightly distant and smiling and as if fearful that the great lighthouse of his chest might go out. And Berta, the outsider, the surprise, the one they had not expected to come.

         They all got up again when Berta arrived. She greeted everyone—Jacobo rather coolly—and then immediately turned all her words and attention to Lupita. “Look, Lupita, I’ve bought you some earrings. Do you like them?” Jacobo was put out. He had been just about to speak to Lupita when Berta arrived. He had gone over to her, and Lupita was already looking at him. He was about to say: “Aren’t you getting old! One year old already!” But when he heard Berta speak, his words seemed pointless and unamusing. They seemed hollow and, therefore, entirely dependent on intonation and timing. He allowed them to die on his lips, and that death was an almost insuperable obstacle to all the other things he subsequently said and thought.

         Jacobo knew how difficult it was to speak to children. You had to have something of the lion-tamer about you or else limitless wit and spontaneity. Children demand a lot of those who speak to them and, unless they instantly succumb to the charm of a phrase, they regard their interlocutor circumspectly and at times harshly. They can tell when the words are sincere and when they falter in any way. They cry in terror at clumsy words or words full of twisted intentions or falsehood. And Jacobo, who had, on occasions, spoken to children quite successfully, fell silent, profoundly silent, listening to the river of efficacious words that flowed from Berta to Lupita.

         That was one of Berta’s qualities, knowing how to talk to children. With her subtle, imaginative intonation, Berta came out with the most wonderful things. Children stood amazed as they—intently, pleasurably—followed the thread of her voice. It was as if they had before them a fine-feathered, perfumed bird with an attractive, kaleidoscopic throat, like a grotto full of stories and legends. And Berta did not change her voice in the least; she was just herself. That voice—thought Jacobo—emerged from clean, colourful depths; it bubbled gently and was, like water, sonorous and fresh, rich and profound. More than that, Berta knew the language of children, knew which syllables to cut out and in what innocent moulds to reshape words so that they could be understood. How could one speak to them using the serious, rule-bound words used by grown-ups, words that have been through the hard school of Grammar?

         “So, Berta, what are you doing here? What happened?”

         And while Berta was explaining that she was spending a few days in Madrid before leaving again for Seville, where she had been sent by her company, Lupita was momentarily ignored and she remembered that, before Berta had arrived, someone else had been about to speak to her. And she turned her head, looking at everyone there, one by one, until she found him: Jacobo. Eyes wide, gaze fixed on him, she urged him to say his sentence. Jacobo noticed and grew still more inhibited. For her part, Lupita’s mother, smiling sweetly, was following the direction of her little girl’s eyes. Lupita even uttered the usual password: “Baaa!” But Jacobo, who, when he arrived, had managed some quite acceptable phrases, now nervously crossed his legs, stared into his glass of wine or grimly studied a painting on the wall, or else shot a fleeting glance, which he intended to appear casual, at a newspaper or some other object. Lupita felt suspicious, and her gaze grew more searching and persistent. What a strange man. It was so hard to know what he was thinking.

         Jacobo refused, after much hesitation, to compete with Berta. As everyone there could see, her presence only increased his sense of his own absurdity, and so he tried hard to make a good impression. Not that he made much of an impression with his familiar long silences, his all-consuming shyness that showed itself in the form of an affected seriousness and slightly tactless, brusque remarks. He could never, with any naturalness, manage those strange verbal deviations of Berta’s, those clean leaps from one word to another. “How’s my little babbler, my baboon, my bouncing bean!” And it worked perfectly. Lupita—like all babies—did babble and could certainly shriek like a baboon and, at certain moments, she actually did resemble one of those neat little butter beans, all creamy and soft.

         “What’s so fascinating about Jacobo, sweetie? Why do you keep looking at him like that?” said Lupita’s mother.

         “Yes, she won’t take her eyes off him,” said the others.

         And Jacobo gave Lupita a faint smile, accompanied by a determined, almost aggressive look that asked the usual nonsense one asks of children. But his shyness, crouching in his eyes like two dark dots, censured the words it occurred to him to say, pursued and erased them, leaving only a charmless, bitter void. There was a dense silence. Everyone was waiting for something to happen, for Jacobo to speak to Lupita. Half hidden in a corner, Berta was watching and smiling imperceptibly, curious and silent.

         “It’s awfully hot, don’t you think?” he said.

         And he said this as a warning to the others. He meant to say: “Yes, it’s true, children do sometimes stare insistently at some grown-up, it’s a habit they have, but we shouldn’t pay them too much attention, we should simply talk about our own affairs. And it is awfully hot today. Unusual for the time of year. That’s what we should be talking about.”

         “Baaa!” cried Lupita defiantly.

         “It’s usually getting cooler by now.”

         “Say something to the child! Can’t you see she’s looking at you?”

         Yes, the moment had arrived. The silence and the expectation thickened. Eyes flicked from Jacobo to Lupita and back again. Slowly and terribly shyly, almost regretfully, Jacobo finally managed to say:

         “Hello! How are you? Why are you looking at me like that? What’s up? What do you want? What did I do?”

         As if he were talking to a moneylender.

         “What do you think she wants? Say something funny, man. Pay her some attention. That’s what you want, isn’t it, Lupita?”

         Lupita burst into tears. She had seen the scowling black cloud advancing towards her across the room. And she hadn’t wanted things to go that far. The words had left a dramatic aftertaste in the air, threatening and exciting. Lupita was crying because she had ventured innocently into unknown territory, where the somewhat stiff words exuded a certain bitterness, and where situations crystallized into impossible shapes. The daylight blinked, and the room filled with loud, laborious, rhythmical words of consolation. Lupita pouted and sobbed and wept bitterly. It lasted a long time.

         The evening succumbed meekly. The clock struck the hour. Jacobo made his excuses, saying that he was expected elsewhere, then got up and left. He was walking slowly down the street, not sure where he was going. It felt slightly chilly. He was thinking about Berta, to whom he still felt attracted, about Lupita, so friendly and funny and lovely, and about his friends, his old friends. How nice it would have been to have stayed with them to the end.

      

   


   
      

         
            WHAT’S GOING ON IN THAT

HEAD OF YOURS?

         

         PACO EL LARGO was my best friend at the time. The one I saw most often. I had another friend, too, who was a coal-man. But I never really knew what his face was like, still less what he thought. We used to chat in the coal-yard where he worked, and my impression was that he was rather fair-skinned. I must have seen him dozens of times outside of work, but I never knew it was him; and he never said hello either. Through such friends, however, I acquired some very picturesque acquaintances, people I don’t even give the time of day to now. We had fun, even when we didn’t have a penny to our names. Paco, especially, knew a lot of people and, now and then, thanks to him, we’d organize a really good shindig, sometimes even with a few Gypsy musicians laid on.

         Family life and the family house—always dimly lit, with the shutters half closed—bored me rigid, and when it came to choosing between spending the evening with my family or going out on a spree with a friend, it was hardly a difficult choice to make. It was my mother, I think, who first started nagging me—when I was alone with her and my father and at mealtimes—about my friends and, even more, about my future.

         As I understood it, my life was deemed to have taken a displeasing and, needless to say, suspect turn. It was summer—which we were spending at home—and I realized that they were all determined to put a stop to my propensity for idleness. My father, it seems, had never been like that—like me that is—and this, it seems, was accepted by everyone as an irrefutable argument. My father was also shorter than me, despite being older, and yet it would never have occurred to me to reproach him for his lack of height. But it would have occurred to them. They disapproved of any aspect of myself that did not resemble him. They wanted me to be a sort of second edition of my father.

         All this happened in the year when my uncle Alberto decided that I should apply myself to my studies. Frankly, I had absolutely no desire to pick up a book, but my uncle had got it into his head that the phrenological characteristics of my frontal bone indicated a studious turn of mind. My uncle Alberto was—and still is—a young man; he had three university degrees, was keen on trout-fishing and going out on the town at night, plus he was my father’s favourite brother, and all these factors weighed so heavily in his favour that they proved very hard to resist, given that everything was now focused on making an honest man of me.

         One day, he called me into his office.

         “My dear nephew, you are probably thinking, ‘What on earth does my uncle Alberto want with me?’”

         I looked at him. I didn’t think him capable of setting a trap. He talked a great deal, and what impressed me—and this was doubtless done for dramatic effect—was that he stood right next to the portrait of my grandfather. He put his case to me almost casually, as if it were as simple a matter as putting stamps on a letter. My grandfather—long since dead—agreed with everything he said. I don’t recall ever in my life having seen a portrait take such an active role in a perfectly ordinary conversation as that portrait of my grandfather, moving his eyes and lips and generally demonstrating his agreement in such a variety of ways. At the time, such things made a great impression on me. Nevertheless, I said what I thought, I didn’t hold back. I told him that I would much prefer, for example, to do what my friend Paco el Largo had done.

         “And what did your friend Paco el Largo do?” asked my uncle.

         “He got a job in that new hotel on the Gran Vía. And this summer he’s going to work on La Toja.”

         “Does he speak any languages?”

         “Sort of.”

         “I see.”

         “You know, just what he learnt at school.”

         “And where does he work? In reception?”

         “No, he’s a waiter.”

         I proved easy enough to persuade. I was still pretty naive at the time. My uncle said the most amazing things about me and seasoned the dish with tales of fishing. He gave a nod to Socrates with one of his jokes about Pliny and fishing for trout with hemlock. He said that hemlock resembled parsley. The result was that when I left his office, I started turning the idea over in my mind.

         “I could be a gentleman and not like Paco el Largo. After all, a university degree is a university degree. My uncle’s quite right. Not everyone is as intelligent as me! And yet I…”

         These thoughts carried me to the University. It was a curious world full of very pompous people, whom one gradually got used to. The girls weren’t like that. They were ordinary and pretty and often burst into tears. Generally speaking, the girls led a life of leisure in the afternoons, quite different from ours. We gave ourselves over to scepticism, getting chilled to the bone and talking. Many of us spent the afternoons recovering from colds. Everyone hated the textbooks. As an antidote, they looked up the catalogue numbers of French novels to collect from the same pharmacy, namely, the library. Some people were studying English and they would gaze out of the windows in the direction of the Atlantic. The big windows were splendid, providing excellent views of the Guadarrama Mountains and of El Pardo, and the mornings were the colour of rabbits or wild boar. Some students did nothing but study; others devoted themselves to art. I particularly noticed the sculptors and sculptresses. They were never splattered with clay nor did they have the hands of stonecutters. I found that odd. But then they were only beginners.

         My uncle asked me how things were going and, as I was telling him, he offered me a cigarette, and I noticed that his hand was trembling. He didn’t look well, and yet he wasn’t ill: it was those wild nights on the town. Suddenly, he raised his eyebrows and said:

         “My dear nephew, I may not be much older than you, but I’m old enough to tell you that, at your age, one must be very careful. Now is the time to study. Even if your eyes are drawn to a shapely pair of calves, forget them and apply yourself to your studies. No, don’t laugh.”

         I, of course, was laughing from sheer lack of imagination.

         “Don’t laugh. I’m not saying you should become a saint, but don’t fall in love.”

         “Uncle, please!”

         “If you are ever foolish enough to fall in love, you’ll begin by selling the book you need least and end up selling the one you need most and spending the money put by for your fees…”

         I learnt nothing of note during that first year. I read—off my own bat—Don Quixote and the Bible, more out of a sense of pride than anything else. It’s odd, but the Bible is a book I’d really like to talk about one day. As for Don Quixote, my reading left me only with a few choice quotes, the most popular of which was what poor Dorotea said about how the eyes of the lynx cannot rival loving or idle eyes. I even tried to learn a bit of Greek to humour a lanky, shabby fellow, who said to me one day:

         “Study Greek! That way you will discover the tepid dawn delights of pornai.”

         “Really?” I said.

         “Yes, and Aristophanes will season your mind with a little Attic salt.”

         Despite this, Greek did not agree with me.

         But I haven’t yet told you the funniest part. To me it seems like the third act of all that went before.

         In some classes, we always had to sit in our allotted places. The teacher’s register was like the fate that, day after day, placed us next to the same person. The girl who used to sit on my right was tall and had brown hair. She wore a grey coat, buttoned right up: she was a broom in skirts. She spent each morning freezing; she even smiled coldly and had no talent at all for asking questions. Sometimes she would ask something, but it was impossible to understand what it was she wanted to know. Her name was Obdulia Ramos García, and my uncle Alberto had no reason to fear her. She studied quite hard. In that respect, she was like the other girls, who were always swapping lecture notes. I led a rather more irregular life. Sometimes I read in the library or attended classes. At others, I would go down to the bar, stroll about in the corridors or the garden. The garden was nice, but a bit cold at that time of year. The lines of rose bushes, with their greyish, woody stems, looked to me like adolescent orphans from the School for Rosoideae. They had no leaves and were just twigs adorned with a lot of reddish thorns. I couldn’t believe that this bare scaffolding could represent something as exquisite as a rose. But then that was the world for you: a trick and a swindle. It turned out that the girl sitting on my right was exactly like one of those grey-brown twigs. She represented something equally exquisite, Woman, and she, too, wore a grey coat.
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