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            Praise: 

            ‘Ladra’s words are enchantment and howl.’ María Sánchez

            ‘In this novel the word becomes flesh, but also atmosphere and omen, like a dark cloud that promises and unleashes the storm in which we will have to wash away our sins … A dazzling debut.’ Juan Pablo Villalobos 

            ‘Hypnotic.’ El País

            ‘A study of atmosphere and moral inertia, a place where the reader becomes complicit in noticing the small fractures that prelude disaster.’ Morning Star

            ‘A brilliant and perfectly illuminated exposé that lays bare the vices and virtues of a society that is always moving towards the supremacy of patriarchy.’ El Asombrario & Co. 

            ‘Ladra regards the universe she has created with both compassion and cruelty … [Bait] captivates and enchants.’ Cuadernos Hispanoamericanosii
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            ‘And that’s just on the outside, on the inside I’m a sea of mud.’

            Juan Rulfo, Pedro Páramo

(tr. Douglas J. Weatherford)2
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         There were five of them, but they moved as one jumbled mass of arms, legs and rolling eyes. They made their way through La Paraíso bumping into the bar’s rancid walls, smeared with slime and the remnants of worms, to see if they could get out of there, pursue the light that was creeping in through the holes in the tin roof and wake themselves up in the new air that follows a heavy night. When the muddled heap had managed to make it through the door and separate itself, the bodies straightened out and stepped onto the street. Only then, serene, as if they’d grown up from the ground that was holding them, did they take in the stillness of their 4surroundings: the cracked earth, the glowing sky, the horizon that divided them.

         By then it was a little after four, that time of the morning when it’s already light but there’s no sound of motorcycles on the road; when mobile phones with their dodgy reception don’t even vibrate, batteries dead; when children are in their beds, mouths hanging open and bellies slowly rising and falling; when all you can hear is the frogs croaking from inside those houses with doors left open, sheltering within the cement walls.

         The five men, having just emerged from the hole in the wall, started walking. They set off in a line, taking up the width of the street, bragging about what they would land the next day, which of them would reel in the biggest catch, and how the people from the Guinness World Records would turn up in the village, and just behind them the broadcasters from the capital with their suits, cameras and microphones, recording interviews that nobody would see, because of course the news signal was too far away to reach Paso Chico and its tangled wire aerials.

         But mid-conversation they fell silent. A howl, very close by and very piercing, left their feet nailed to the ground, ears pricked, waiting for another that 5soon came – its sound overpowering the chorus of frogs, the river breaking on the shore, the frenzied hum of insects at first light.

         The howl of a dog.

         It’s not like they cared that much, there was nothing new about someone getting bored, bundling an animal into a bag and going at it until it stopped squealing; most of them had done it at some point. What disturbed them was not knowing who it was – who was riled up at this hour when everything was quiet, the village was sleeping, and theirs were the only bodies that had been up all night.

         They picked up the pace, turned the corner and went past Sandra’s – and that garden she insisted on tending even though it looked like a cemetery – and just then the scene materialised before their eyes. Marga, with one foot fixed to the ground while the other kicked over and over again. Amid the dust raised by the blows, the men stared at her, confused, nobody more than Recio who couldn’t understand why his girlfriend, rooted firmly to the spot, was shattering the ribs and backbone of the animal on the earth, making it jerk back and forth.

         Only when the dog was quiet and the heads that had peered out of windows returned to bed did 6Marga lift her gaze. Four of the men continued on their way. They walked past the dog and the girl and the charged air between them, acknowledged her with a dip of their heads and disappeared silently. Just Recio was left, hypnotised by the lump on the road and Marga’s silhouette against the light, on that strange morning in which the echoes of the bar merged with the image of this girl, his girlfriend: frightened face, huge round eyes, scrawny chest covered in insect bites, long thin hands, metal rings on all of her fingers, glinting.

      
   


   
      
         7
            2

         

         It was an afternoon at the beginning of that summer. The heat started to relent and gradually Paso Chico ceased to be the deserted land it became after lunch, when the sun beat down brutally and not even the insects could rouse themselves out of their hiding places. People surfaced from their siestas, aired out their musty homes and joined the crowd that had gathered outside, partly to scope out what was going on, and also to get some air now the cool had descended, to see if they could refresh their sluggish bodies and dispel all that humidity.

         That was when they saw him for the first time: lying on the grass beneath the willow, his head 8against the trunk, a birthmark splitting his forehead down the middle, his body given over to sleep, naked chest rising, then falling.

         It wasn’t long before they went over to throw him something to eat. It rained bread, biscuits and hunks of sweaty cheese and he devoured them like an animal, barely looking at what he shoved into his mouth, swallowing as fast as he could, first to satisfy himself, but then, and most importantly, to see if it would appease the knot of worms swimming in his hollow belly.

         It was after he had eaten that they heard his voice.

         Recio. That was the first thing he said.

         A deep silence followed, the kind that settles in the air when no one knows what to say. Then, he tried again. As if his hoarse voice was just getting used to speaking, as if he had a desert in his chest, he said it louder: Recio.

         People started to murmur under their breath, but their pretence didn’t last long, and they burst out laughing at this bizarre christening, at how someone, God knows who, had decided to give this boy the name of a grumpy old man instead of something more common. This went on for a little while and when they finally settled down and looked back at 9Recio, they saw him so shit-scared by their jeering that he wouldn’t say anything else: not where he’d come from, or what he was doing there, or how he’d found the village – a difficult feat when a tiny handwritten sign is all there is to welcome you to the swamp.

         Always quick to come up with something to keep their minds busy, the old ladies of the village were left with no other choice but to invent stories about the new boy. They started by saying that Recio, who they guessed to be about eighteen years old, had appeared slinking through the empty streets, like a cat flattening its body to hunt its prey. They said they’d seen him keeping tabs on which houses left their doors ajar during the siesta, looking out for the best one to slip into with the excuse of snacking on something so as not to faint with hunger, and taking full advantage, sneaking off with a few items he could sell on at the port. They might not think it but we already know these types, they come around every once in a while, poorlittlethings, looking at us like butter wouldn’t melt, like they need our help, all, please señora, I’m hungry, and just like that, half-starved mister nice guys, they raid our shacks, making off with mobile phones, radios, some small TV they can fit in their arms, and go back home loaded with loot, 10their bellies full and their fingers slick from feeling up some sleeping girl as they passed through.

         The fishermen said yes, they’d seen him arrive at siesta time, but from the water, in a battered little canoe that had started to flood because of how busted it was, and which had forced him to stop when Paso Chico came into view. That he’d just stayed in the river by the shore, splashing water every so often over the crown of his head, easing the heat that had built up in his body, and that afterwards, dripping wet, he’d headed into the village to see what he’d find. None of this business about sneaking into houses, taking what wasn’t his, or getting handsy with the local girls, señoras.

         When the sun went down and the mosquitoes became so ferocious it was impossible to be outside, the villagers went into their houses with little thought for Recio, who soon after appearing became camouflaged among the rest of the young men in Paso Chico, all more or less the same with their worn-out shorts, bodies blotched with bruises, and beads of sweat trickling from their sideburns all the way down their necks. The fact is the boy was alone, in that same little square beneath the same willow, eyes wide like an owl, hoping that time would pass 11quickly and the early hours wouldn’t grow too heavy, a tall order when you’re in a new place and nightfall is inevitable.

         But that was the last time Recio slept out in the open. The next day the villagers organised themselves and put together something resembling a plan, which despite being improvised and having no prior testing, was flawless. Operation Recio would be the same as that of the Virgin: every Friday the statue of the Holy Mother, which had been carved locally in the village, was moved between houses to spend seven days in the allotted home – dutifully overseeing daily prayers, first thing in the morning and last thing at night. Now that the boy had turned up in Paso Chico and had nowhere to go, he would be in charge of transporting Our Lady from one house to the next, and he too would stay for those seven days, as if the price for receiving the Queen of Heaven’s blessings was to host the boy and stick a plate of food in front of him.

         On his second day in the village, Recio succumbed to the tour of the Virgin. He walked through the streets of Paso Chico holding the Blessed Mother tightly with his backpack over his shoulder, until he reached the first of the many houses that would be 12his home. He was in luck. After dinner, he would sleep on a sofa where he could stretch out his body and unwind after all he’d done that day: bathed in the river, wandered around, and completed the errands tasked to him by half the village, only so they had an excuse to talk to him and satisfy all their curiosity.
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         Every day was the same.

         No sooner had she woken up than Marga felt the urge to slide a couple of her fingers down below, the index and middle ones together, ready to explore the wet patch she’d made during the early hours of the morning. It was because of her worn-out elastic knickers: they caressed her skin, exciting a flow of liquid that was sometimes thick, sometimes watery, always white, and when met with the rings on her probing fingers, made the girl double-over, panting, a boiling body twisting and turning on the bed.

         But that morning was different.14

         The echo of Justa calling her name reverberated through the house: travelling out of the kitchen, crossing the tiny hallway and reaching her granddaughter’s ears, causing Marga’s fingers to hover in mid-air, poised between the sheet, her knickers and her legs. The girl stayed in bed, but the voice persisted until she had no choice but to get up and drag her feet to the dining room. She walked slowly, just to be a little defiant. When she got there, she leaned on the doorframe and the picture in front of her seemed complete: her grandmother, a fish and the frying pan; Olga, round to visit, clutching her watered-down mate; then everything around them – the mountain of tea towels on the table, splatters of oil, fish scales strewn all over the sink, and the telly, on as always, gradually melting the plastic tablecloth.

         Justa and Olga were gossiping: a new boy had appeared in the village, the mark on his forehead, the conflicting versions of how he’d found himself in Paso Chico. Marga walked over to the table, let her weight drop into a chair and waited. She moved her body about for something to do. She crossed her legs and arms, twisting herself into a knot, and like that, her limbs going numb, she continued waiting. The women kept chatting: the rotation of the Virgin, how 15many houses to go until she’d arrive at this one, the doorless little room they never used. Things the girl didn’t care about. Things that confirmed to her that they had no idea. That neither of them had remembered. And the more she thought about it, the more her body stiffened. The more thought she gave it, the more her face hardened. She was so tightly coiled that not even when they started laughing, first Justa and then Olga, did she suspect anything. Only when they calmed down and looked at her, only when her grandmother came and went over the same question a couple of times, did she catch on: how could we forget mijita, how could we.

         They sang ‘Happy Birthday’ with the candle speared into the fish. They started to giggle again when they got to the name part as Justa sang ‘Marga’, and Olga, ‘Marguita’, disrupting the rhythm, and remaining out of step until they finished. Then they clapped and the girl blew out the candle. They told her about her gift, tickets to the circus as promised, one for you and another for whoever you like, with the clarification that they had to wait for Beto – the guy who sold them – to arrive with his truck. Marga nodded and kissed them both before returning to her seat to begin lunch, the three of them sitting 16in a funereal silence, a rare thing because at that time of day there was always something to say. But they didn’t remark on that afternoon’s soap opera or complain about the patchy TV signal, much less talk any more about the girl’s birthday. The truth of it was that celebrating this day still felt strange: it wasn’t only Marga’s birth that they remembered, but also the image of her mother, returning to them like a lightning bolt, and attached to it, the idea of the curse that still persisted exactly thirteen years later.

         At the time of Marga’s birth everything had happened very fast – in the space of a couple of days. A few strokes of terrible luck turned Paso Chico upsidedown, left it broken in a way it had never been before. All this sadness had to be channelled somewhere: when Marga came into the world, somebody decided the girl was jinxed and the rest of the village agreed. They said you had to keepaneye on that child, had to watchout, that right after she showed up the flood came, that deluge that lashed down for two days and took another one to retreat, but at the time seemed as if it would never end, as if it would stay forever, bloating the river basin and accelerating the current. The one that went on to destroy half the village and killed chickens and dogs and people; it 17swept away fans, motorcycles, beds, and dismantled entire houses whose walls remained standing, but with their roofs caved in and doors ripped away.

         That January of ’94 had been dry as a bone. The ground had split and the river moved meekly, but on one of those sweltering afternoons when the heat has no let-up and the humidity gets everywhere, even under your nails, the thunderclaps announced the arrival of the downpour. They sounded so close that the village snapped out of its slump and people began to pace back and forth, dejected, watching their heads as they gathered in their bitsandpieces from outside, tried to hush the sobbing of their children and barricaded the doors and windows, even though inside their houses the heat was swamping them more than the water.

         As the first raindrops fell, Justa peered into the bedroom where Marga was sleeping with her mother. The curtains were drawn and the room was gloomy, but she saw the whole scene at once.

         The mattress soaked with blood.

         Her daughter: eyes drooping and hair matted.

         The hungry newborn.

         Latched to her mother’s breast.

         The half-dead mother.18

         The rain starting
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