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Rediscovered Spanish Mysteries – Book 1

About the Rediscovered Spanish Mysteries Series

The Rediscovered Spanish Mysteries series brings forgotten 19th-century works of suspense and intrigue back to life for modern readers.

Each novella is newly translated into clear, accessible English while preserving the tone and texture of the original Spanish prose.

These stories – once read by candlelight in Madrid and Granada – combine moral reflection, romantic tension, and the birth of detective fiction in Spain’s literary Golden Age.



Translator’s Note

When El Clavo (“The Nail”) first appeared in the 1850s, it startled readers with its mix of passion, remorse, and mystery.

Pedro Antonio de Alarcón, best known for El sombrero de tres picos (The Three-Cornered Hat), was experimenting with a new form: a story of love and guilt told through the lens of crime.

This translation aims to make his Spanish style – ornate, confessional, and haunting – flow naturally for today’s readers while remaining faithful to the original voice.

The result is neither modernised slang nor archaic imitation, but a balance: English that breathes, yet still carries the rhythm of 19th-century Spain.

— Diego Roldan, 2025



Author’s Preface (from the 1880 edition)

––––––––
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“This tale, though modest in length, may serve as a small mirror of human conscience.

The crime described here is not of the body alone but of the heart, and its punishment comes not from the law but from within the soul.”

— Pedro Antonio de Alarcón
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Prologue
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“Felipe lit a cigarette and spoke as follows.”

End of Prologue.
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I – Number 1
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Everyone who climbs into a stagecoach for a long journey wishes, above all things, that their travelling companions will be agreeable: people of pleasant conversation, similar tastes and vices, good manners, and a frankness that does not verge on familiarity.

As Larra, Koch, Soulié and other chroniclers of manners have shown, that improvised intimacy of two or more strangers—thrown together by chance to share two or three days of meals, naps, and confidences—is a very serious affair. We reveal in such hours the habits and weaknesses we hide even from our closest friends.

When the door of the coach opens, a flood of anxious imaginings rushes in:

an old lady with asthma, a smoker of vile tobacco, a beauty who detests good smoke, a nurse with travel-sickness, wailing infants, a grave man who snores, a matron who occupies a seat and a half, or perhaps an Englishman who speaks no Spanish (and, I suppose, you speak no English).

Now and then one dares to hope for a pleasant fellow traveller—a young widow of twenty to thirty (or even thirty-six)—someone with whom to share the inconveniences of the road. Yet the very thought seems too lucky for a mortal in this vale of tears, and we abandon it with a sigh.

With such misgivings I set my foot upon the step of the diligence from Granada to Málaga, at five minutes to eleven on an autumn night in 1844—a dark, stormy night, no less.

Ticket No. 2 in my pocket, I entered the coach and immediately wondered who my mysterious No. 1 might be. The chief driver had told me the third seat was still free.

“Good evening!” I called toward the corner where my unseen companion should be.

Only silence answered.

“Perhaps deaf—or a woman who prefers not to reply,” I thought, and said again, louder:

“Good evening!”

The same silence.

“Perhaps dumb, then?”

Meanwhile the coach set off—indeed, began to race—drawn by ten spirited horses. My perplexity grew. With whom was I travelling? A man? A woman? Old? Young? Why so silent? Drunk? Asleep? Dead? A thief?

I thought of striking a light—but I didn’t smoke and had no matches. What to do?

I decided to trust my sense of touch. Carefully, like a pickpocket in the Puerta del Sol, I reached my right hand into the darkness of the opposite seat, hoping to meet the rustle of silk—or at least percale.

Nothing.

I reached farther. Nothing. Still farther, sweeping corners, seats, straps overhead—nothing at all.

At that instant a flash of lightning lit the coach. I saw that I was completely alone!

I burst out laughing at my own folly—and, as if in reply, the coach stopped at the first posting station.

The door opened; the post-boy’s lantern shone; and to my astonishment I saw a beautiful woman, young, elegant, pale, dressed in mourning, travelling alone, place her foot on the step and enter my compartment.

She was No. 1—my elusive fellow passenger—the very widow of my traveller’s dreams.

Or rather, she was to become so, in time.
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II – Skirmishes
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After I helped the unknown lady into the coach and she took her seat beside me, murmuring a soft “Thank you... good evening” that reached straight to my heart, one thought struck me — tragic and ridiculous at once:

“There are only eighteen leagues from here to Málaga!

If only we were bound for Kamchatka!”

The door closed. Darkness.

That meant — I couldn’t see her.

I prayed for lightning, like Alfonso Munio in Avellaneda’s play:
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