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  Praise for Epiphany


"J.V. Gach’s Epiphany is a melodic, gripping and complex modern Spanish fairy tale. I was enchanted and terrified all the same." – Cynthia Pelayo, Bram Stoker Award winning author of Children of Chicago

"A nightmarish tale rooted in folklore and found footage elements. Gachs is at her best when giving you a look behind the motivations and decisions of those who make bargains with sinister supernatural forces.” – Patrick Barb, author of Night of the Witch-Hunter

"A riveting debut from JV Gachs, Epiphany weaves mystery and Spanish folklore to create an enthralling tale of horror that will stay with you for years. Haunting, heartbreaking, and fiendish, this is a definitive staple of European folk horror.” – Pedro Iniguez, author of Echos and Embers and Mexicans on the Moon
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To all the girls who craved magic and found monsters instead.








  
  ESTELA


Ibecame a widow the day I heard my baby's heartbeat for the first time. 
“Estela, are you alone?” The tone of Jennifer's voice, my wife's co-worker, on the other end of the phone was enough to make my legs tremble. 
“No, I'm at the hospital, I'm having my first ultrasound today ... What's up, Jen?”
“Did anyone accompany you?” 
“No, Eva should have come, but yesterday she decided she’d rather go with you up north to finish the podcast in a different way. Are you going to tell me what the fuck is going on?”
“I need you to say that you need to go in now to see the doctor and put them on the phone.” 
I don't blame Jennifer. After all, it couldn’t be easy for her to break the news to a pregnant woman that her wife had hanged herself from an oak tree five hundred miles from home when she should have been at her baby's first ultrasound. 
The baby she wanted. 
I would never have made this decision if not for her. Eva wanted to be a mother more than anything. I just wanted to make her happy. If her attempts to gestate our baby herself had worked, we might not be in this situation now. 
As I lay on the stretcher in the ultrasound room, I did not fully comprehend what they were telling me. Death was something abstract. An absurd notion that could not apply to my wife. 
“She had an accident, a heart attack?” I asked several times even though I had been given the answer from the beginning. 
“I found her. She committed suicide," Jennifer repeated to me, her voice broken, trembling, but patient.
“No, but it can't be. She was going to film the forest today. She said you were going to meet her there. She didn't like the ending you prepared.”
“She hanged herself from the oak tree where Coral's brother was found. I-she wasn't answering my calls, so I went to the woods and, I found her, Estela. With the tape recorder at her feet. She recorded everything. I had to be the one to tell you, I couldn't let you find out from a stranger.” 
Eva would never have taken her own life. Not in those woods, without knowing our baby, without a passive-aggressive goodbye note blaming someone else for her actions? No, that's not, was not. Eva's style. Even if the thought of leaving us alone hadn't made her reconsider, the idea that my wife might have killed herself before finishing the podcast she'd been working on for a year was simply absurd. Who risks their marriage, their entire life for a project to hang themselves before seeing it through?  
The blow was so devastating it had an anesthetic effect. My mind, my body, decided not to accept anything that was happening. While I was forcing Jennifer to repeat the same thing over and over again, a flurry of staff in white coats took care of me. My tension. My heart. Everything was happening very slowly and so fast that it was impossible to follow. I didn't understand anything they told me. I concentrated on breathing. On blinking. On my heart pumping blood through my veins. As if my body had forgotten how to stay alive and I needed to execute those involuntary actions consciously. 
And then I heard it. 
An accelerated rhythm. Pink noise with the cadence of the waves that rose above the voices of the nurses, of the gurneys, of the outside world. The ultrasound room ceased to be a confused jumble of voices, needles and white coats. 
There was only that sound and me. I let the phone fall out of my hands. Jennifer's concerned voice sounded far away from the receiver. The technician then turned the monitor so I could see my baby's heart contracting. Beating. 
A newly formed heart occupying the hole Eva's had just left. 
The beat of a new world inside me.






  
  Excerpt from THE GARDEN OF HORRORS: A True Crime Company Podcast
Episode 1, aired on June 2, 2018 
[The Bear Dance, acoustic version]

In the folklore of northern Spain there is a particular myth my grandmother used to scare me.

If you don't behave, the xana will come and take you away. She will leave me a xanino who will surely behave better than you.

The xana is an evil fairy, a kind of dryad, who lives along rivers or forests. Some say they were part of the hunting party of the goddess Diana. The xana, for others, is a bewitched lady waiting for love. She does not pursue the love of a companion.

La xana longs to be a mother.

The women in my grandmother's village used to say the xanas went around at night stealing babies and exchanging them with their own offspring. So that the women in the village would nurture and teach them the language of humans. So that they would baptize them.

There are many local variations of the myth, as with all folklore. In certain valleys, the xana would leave a four-peaked loaf of bread for a man to take care of for a full year, at the end of which she would marry him and make him immensely rich if he managed to keep the bread intact. Needless to say, the bread was never whole at the end of the story. In some mountains, the xana offered her treasures to whoever would unravel, without cutting the thread, a skein of gold. It is also said that whoever listened to the song of a xana became possessed. They lost their minds forever.

Be that as it may, the core of the myth remains the same: a beautiful lady, a haunted nature spirit, a dark fairy of the forest demanding sacrifices in exchange for treasures. A barren witch willing to do anything to become a mother.

I'm Eva Villar, and this is The Garden of Horrors, a True Crime Company podcast.







  
  THREE BODIES FOUND IN VALLE DE DIOS

Hospitalized sixteen-year-old girl sole survivor of horrific crime

12:35 January 7, 2008
Silvia Gallardo
Everything indicates the bodies, in different states of decomposition and not yet officially identified, belong to members of the same family.
The Guardia Civil has confirmed that there is only one survivor. A minor, sixteen years old, who would have been the person to raise the alarm. The young woman is currently recovering in the regional hospital from injuries of varying severity.
Four units of the Guardia Civil, including one from the Unidad Central Operativa, have moved to the house to begin the relevant investigations.








  
  ESTELA


It has been a month since the funeral and there is hardly anything left of Eva at home. We donated her clothes, her mother took some t-shirts, photos, mementos so she could mourn her. I gave books and records to people Eva cared about. But her office is still intact. Full of boxes and dossiers. Her computer. A year of work. Recordings, scripts, notes. Her personal diaries. Jennifer has offered to pick it all up, to release me from the burden of finding something that would hurt me. She doesn't say it, but she thinks it. There has to be the answer to why she did it. On some crumpled piece of paper inside the wastebasket. In a train of thought scribbled in the margins of a script. An e-mail. A lover no one knew about. 
Jenni dares not bring up the subject with me in my condition.
She feels guilty.
Guilty for not seeing something was going on. Guilty of having believed that supposed joy Eva was brimming with. Guilty for having arrived late to the forest that morning. For not having accompanied Eva to the interviews with Coral.
Nor does she dare to tell me she is afraid for me and for the child. Everyone seems convinced I am going to lose her, or that I will do something crazy, dragged by grief, by this immense pain. But the child is strong, I feel her inside me, and she is not willing to let me off the hook that easily.
Jennifer knows we often argued because of the podcast. I guess she's afraid I'll blame her. She was her best friend; it would be terribly naïve of me to think that my every word during the months she spent visiting Coral at Corazón de María wasn't replayed in voice notes, emails or over coffees while chatting about work. Twisted, of course, to fit her version of the fight. Maybe she thinks those same discussions, tainted with "I knew it" would now be replayed with her. But I know Jennifer had nothing to do with my wife's unbridled enthusiasm.
I've never seen her so involved with a project, and it only got worse when she started interviewing Coral. I'm embarrassed now, but I was jealous. I, with my red hair, my green eyes, my body subjected to a thousand diets and hours of exercise, felt jealous of a young woman locked up for the last ten years. Pale, badly cut hair, unkempt teeth and ...and a past more fascinating than I would ever be.
Eva went all out with the podcast, to the point of not realizing she was neglecting us. Like the time she forgot my mother's birthday and pretended to ask her to make casadielles for Coral. Who would ask her mother-in-law to make pastries for a murderer? I'm sure she didn't see it that way, of course.
Jennifer loves me, in spite of everything. We have known each other for over ten years and she knows it was not my fault, nor hers. She offers wholeheartedly to suffer in my place, but I have decided not to accept her offer. We are in no hurry, the little girl growing inside me and I. We have all the time in the world to empty her office ourselves. So, I have decided to do it alone.
I want to be able to get angry with Eva when I find things I don't like, to cry on the floor without anyone feeling the need to comfort me. I want to scream if I feel like it, break things or simply lie in bed hugging the child in my belly and trace my wife's neat handwriting with my shaking fingers. Laugh at her indecipherable Post-it notes.
Understand, why the fuck she hanged herself from a tree and left me alone.
Us.
She left us alone.
I sit on the floor and open the first box marked with a black marker.
Brutos Eva
There’s a small mountain of memory cards. I put the laptop on my lap and insert the card with a huge 1 on a red sticker.
Eva appears on the screen. Recording herself in the car. She has curly black hair pulled back in a messy bun. She was never good at taming her curls. Whenever she went to an important event, an interview, even when we had a date, she spent hours straightening her hair. The dark circles under her eyes are evident behind the thick horn-rimmed glasses. It makes my heart shrink to see her so nervous. So willing. With her round little face so full of life. Suddenly, I am struck by her visage within the satin of the coffin. She who never wore make-up, painted like a sad clown. Dead.
I lower the lid of the laptop to catch my breath. I cry until my breath steadies. I open the computer again.
Play.






  
  CLR_IMPRESSIONS_DAY_ONE.mp4
It is January 8, 2018. I am sitting in my car outside the door of the Corazón de María Correctional Center. I couldn't let this unique opportunity slip away. Estela is not at all amused that I’m spending part of our vacation in town researching for the podcast, but she knows how important it is to me. The first interview Coral López Ramos gives, and she gave it to me! I guess she thinks it's been long enough. Ten years. A podcast can give her the opportunity to be understood by an audience unfamiliar with her case. Or not at all. As gruesome as the crimes were, for many people they never happened.

It will soon be the 10th anniversary of her conviction, so the timing couldn't be better. I hope this goes well. If it ends up being a bluff, if she has no intention of telling me the truth ... I will have ruined Estela's vacation for nothing. But what if? What if Coral reveals what she really did that day? To me. Could I be the one to find the baby after all this time? And Raúl Expósito?

I will record my impressions of the interviews as we do them. I don't want the tone of each episode to be clouded by the conclusions I draw. I'm afraid my opinion of Coral will change when we get to the murders, and I don't want to be unfair to her version of events.

First impression before entering: I'm ... I'm scared. I'm very nervous. It's eight o'clock in the morning. I drove up here late yesterday, got a crappy room and didn't sleep at all. I spent all night going through the case files, to make sure I won’t miss anything. I want to give an accurate and in-depth look at what happened in that house. In the woods.

Coral deserves to tell her story, regardless. She was a minor at the time of the trial, so she was never given the opportunity to do so. Not really.

Coral’s doctor will greet me at the door. The building doesn't look as inviting as it does in the pictures, so it might be worth noting that for the listeners. I don't want them to think it's a decent place, like living a hotel, or any of that crap people say sometimes. Actually, it's pretty depressing. The walls are covered with rust stains spilling from metal plates that are so old and dirty you can't even read them anymore. The lawns and trees at the entrance are not at all taken care of. The Corazón de María is old-fashioned and, from the outside, might even look abandoned.

Well, Doc is here.






  
  DOCTORA_MIGUELEZ.mp4
EVA: I'm recording this, okay? 

DOCTOR: Yes, of course.

EVA: You were telling me that you don't think this is going to be good for Coral and that you would like to have your opposition on the record in the podcast?

DOCTOR: Yes, this is not good for her. Not good for her at all. I can't object. If I had any kind of decision-making power, you wouldn't have gotten this far. She has the right to give all the interviews she wants, of course. But I've worked with Coral since the day she arrived. She's a stubborn creature, and, in spite of that, we've made progress. We've come a long way. She had already stopped talking about the presence of the oak tree, the baby. And then you started calling. Ten years of work down the toilet with a few calls.

EVA: Well, don't you think she deserves to tell her version of–

DOCTOR: There is not her version here. There's the truth, there's the deception, and there's the world Coral created so she wouldn't have to take responsibility for her actions. And that, my dear, is exactly what you are going to feed into with all this podcast guff. If Coral is here, it's because she is still considered a danger to others. But mostly to herself. I hope neither of us have to regret these visits.






  
  CLR_INTERVIEW_DAY_ONE.mp4
[Paper noise] 

EVA: I am already recording, Coral. First of all, thank you very much for talking to us. I know it won't be easy for you to remember everything that happened back then. 

CORAL: Thank you. This is the first time someone seems really interested in what I have to say. In knowing what really happened. Half the reporters want to interview the merciless killer, and the other half are more willing to believe everything that happened than I am. Well, you know, all those specials on that show that was on TV back then, the one about the UFOs and the poltergeists.

EVA: Ah, yes, "What They Don't Tell Us".

CORAL: That one. I never liked it much. They didn't understand anything. I hope you do. I think we'll get along fine, too.

EVA: I hope so too. Let's get started, shall we?

CORAL: Of course.

EVA: My approach, as I told you when we spoke on the phone, is going to be to start the interviews at the beginning, in quotes, and proceed in order up to today. But, for that to work, we would first have to establish what the beginning is. So, is there a particular moment you can point to as the beginning? Was there an incident you remember as significant in some way to what ended up happening with your family?

CORAL: Oh, yes, of course. The truth is, I know exactly when it all started. It was Epiphany Eve 2000.






  
  CORAL


When I was eight-years-old, I loved surprises, presents and candy. Epiphany was my favorite holiday of the year. Back then, birthdays were still cool. I had not yet lost my mother. Nor my faith in my father's ability to save me from the darkness. My brother Carlos and I had shared our mother's womb for nine months. I came into the world first. He was born a few minutes later, on the shortest night of the year. Perfect summer solstice twins. 
Our mother used to tell us we were destined for great things. We were going to be the brightest stars of them all because of that. Because we wanted nothing to do with the night or the cold. As with so many other things, my mother was wrong.
Every year, on the solstice, the children from the village would come to play at our house. Our dad would dress up as some cartoon character we liked, which obviously changed from birthday to birthday, and mom would bake two huge identical cakes with our names written in candy.
Todos los Santos was my second favorite after Epiphany. It was very different from how Guillermo, my father, remembered it from when he was little, but our grandparents never stopped celebrating it after returning to the old continent. There were lots of candy, spooky decorations and costumes. I loved the sugar skulls our mother made for us and the bright orange marigolds. Our house was the brightest, most cheerful those days. Nothing like the plastic flowers and fake mourning of our neighbors who chose to visit their dead on that day, and only that day, mostly to avoid the poisonous gossip if they didn't parade to the cemetery.
Even the Easter egg decorations, the huevos pintos they call them here, and the treasure hunts were fun, but those celebrations lacked the most important ingredients for me: magic and faith.  And Epiphany had plenty to spare.
Good children were rewarded for their impeccable behavior that night, just as our mother had explained happened to the baby Jesus. His birth had been signaled by the brightest star that guided three wise kings from the East across the desert to find the new baby god. There, in Bethlehem, in a sad stable, he was offered three wonderful gifts. I know it's more fashionable now to celebrate Santa Claus, but when I was little, the fat man in red was still more of a movie or commercial character. We would write letters to the Reyes Magos and they would bring what we earned. A pretty simple system. The same as the grades at the end of the school year, but with magic.
On the eve of the fifth of January, there was always a big parade in our town. And also, in every other corner of the planet. Can you believe it? That was the sign of their true powers. Ubiquity. I learned the word in catechesis. I was probably the only child who paid attention. My brother certainly didn't.
Every fifth of January, hundreds of people from the Far East paraded in front of our house as soon as it got dark. The cohort of the Reyes Magos was colorful, bright and musical. Those men had lived thousands of years and had never failed to fulfill their mission, as far as I knew. It took me years to recognize the baker, the veterinarian. To see the plastic and the glitter of the costumes.
Melchior, Gaspar and Balthazar would throw candy to the excitedly jumping attendees. It was the only time my brother Carlos and I could see the three men up close, because it was strictly forbidden for children to go near them while they were working at night.
The routine in our home was to have an early dinner and go to bed eager for the next morning. Sometimes, there was no sleep at all. Carlos and I had our own rooms, but I would sneak out of mine and crawl into his bed. He liked to pretend it bothered him, but it didn't. He clung to me as much as I clung to him.
During the night, the Reyes Magos would leave us colorful gifts magically delivered. Marisa, whom I still called Mom at the age of eight, would prepare hot chocolate and homemade golden churros for breakfast and the day was PERFECT.
Such had been my first seven Christmases.
On the eighth, I was determined to meet the Reyes Magos. Of course, I didn't mention it to my parents or my brother. As nice and funny as Carlos was as a child, he didn't know how to keep his mouth shut. He would spill the beans as soon as he met an adult.
Had I told him, would our lives have been different? Could I have saved my family from a horrible death just by telling my brother to meet the Reyes Magos with me?
Maybe, but, at that time, the only thing that mattered was they would try to stop me if Carlos told anyone. They would force me to stay in my room. Lock the door from the outside if necessary. My fevered childhood imagination even pictured my parents tying me to the bed to keep me from getting up. I swear I could even feel the rope rubbing, cutting, burning against my bare skin when I thought about telling them. I was sure that would happen because, every year, Marisa and Guillermo sat with us and gave us the talk.
“And remember, children, the Reyes Magos are very good, but only with well-behaved children. If you get up and catch them in the kitchen, they will be very angry,” Marisa said year after year like a broken record.
Lies work best when they are based on repetition, you know?
“And they would never leave any presents under the tree again. It wouldn't be just tonight, it would be NEVER AGAIN," added Guillermo.
Other kids in our neighborhood had real Christmas trees in their living rooms. Big ones. Alive ones. But our mother considered it a cruelty to the trees to uproot them just to let them die indoors. Same reason we didn't own a puppy or a kitten. Not until la xana gave me Señor Magia and Carlos' jealousy made Mimi appear.
Marisa did not eat meat either. We did, because the pediatrician was very concerned about our mother imposing her diet on us, and so was Guillermo. One more of the many things they disagreed on. Our father enjoyed fatty bloody cutlets, lamb ribs and even stewed veal hearts, because he said it was nothing more than a muscle, that it tasted strong like liver, but tender. However, Marisa could not help it. She pitied every living thing on the planet to the point she almost lived on broccoli and asparagus alone. It was painful for her to walk past the meat displays at Christmas.
“Poor babies ...” she muttered in front of the lambs and piglets.
According to her, the Reyes Magos didn't care that our tree was fake. Or the fact that we had to put it on the kitchen table because it was even smaller than our TV. The only thing the Reyes Magos cared about was the children's good record. Mine, I was quite proud of.
When I was little, I never punched my brother when he was annoying and, believe me, there were times I felt like sending him to the moon. That
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