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My name is Alejandro; they say I was once dead, I don’t remember. Today I’m alive, I touch my hands, I stroke my face and my dark eyes caress the color of light. I once was a different man. My body is not what it used to be. When I look at myself in the mirror, I see a stranger ―I only recognize myself in the eyes, my quivering, life-starved eyes.

It’s a pleasant spring afternoon in the park. I’m sitting at a café terrace far from the noise, in my home town, which I hadn’t visited since I was young. I’m waiting for a special woman. It’s an unexpected appointment ―we haven’t seen each other for two years and, suddenly, she’s asked me to travel and wait for her here. I’m sitting in a grove that smells of childhood, enwrapped by the memory of those years when I naïvely aspired to conquer the world. I see the same hues, the same faces, now worn-out, that still recognize me and greet me, as if I had run into them only yesterday. However, they don’t remember as I do, they aren’t inundated with perpetual melancholy or the loneliness of oblivion. They don’t perceive the aroma of broken dreams or the fragrance of hopes lost in the twilight of middle age.

I’m holding a letter whose odor surprises me ―the paper’s aroma is Paula’s, her womanly scent. It’s odd that, at a time when technologies facilitate immediacy, she chose to contact me through such an archaic method. Why? There are no clues; she didn’t give me any hints when I tried to get in touch with her. “They’re the rules of the game, you’ll have to wait.” She and her secrets. I wonder what it’s all about ―why in this town? Redhead women aren’t trustworthy: they’re unpredictable and dangerous, albeit fascinating. I need to talk to her, to Paula, my stepsister whom I hate. This appointment disturbs me; I’m eager to bury the past and put an end to the resentment that has shattered us for forty years. In the past, we were lost in the midst of a family war; a harrowing fight poisoned by hatred ―wretched dogs tearing each other apart―, the melancholy of solitude, the remorse over coveting wealth. A stigma branded on the forehead that won’t go away no matter how hard you scrub with soap; one that is heavy as a tombstone but you can’t help carrying. A folly with no victors, but only the bitterness of the defeated.

Claudio Robles, our father, was a product of the postwar era, smart as a whip. Thanks to his perseverance, his efforts and a bit of chance, he rose from the ground by building sand castles with his hands, until alcohol became his master. Women? His obsession: single, married, prostitutes or wives, green or ripe ―he made no distinctions. A pragmatic man with no vain illusions who devoted all his energy to his great passion, money, since gold breeds no loyalty. His face was soft; his eyes sparkling; his smile that of a snake charmer; his silver tongue, that of a souk merchant. Yes, he knew how to coax people. He had short dark curly hair, a fine mustache and a scrawny silver-streaked beard, like a fisherman’s. His children haven’t preserved any good memories from him. He was stingy with his affections, except for female ones, always busy with his things, addicted to work and his other concealed lives. However, he did leave us room for freedom ―more out of indifference than zeal― and spread wings with which to fly far away.

My mother, Carmen, was a unique person. The sediments of time didn’t extinguish her light, the light from her sea-green eyes. When we were children, her irises were a gift that calmed us down in the dark, rocked our fears and put them to sleep. She mustered her courage from the warmth of those she protected under her wing, her jet-black hair, her inquisitive smile, her enjoyment of small things and the naïveté of a simple life she never achieved. After she left, she returned with small steps ―today her name is Lucía, my daughter. 

Grandpa Abel died of sadness, hiding behind the peephole on the other side of the landing. Eyes wide open and frowning, he couldn’t accept that his son-in-law left the marital home. Sitting in the kitchen, his daughter Carmen listlessly watched the steam rising from a cup of coffee. Grandpa went to bed that night and simply didn’t wake up. After dodging the Civil War bullets in 1936 and surviving the prison camp where he was locked up for years, he was defeated by a handful of suitcases being dragged towards the elevator. Grandpa Abel used to wear a dark hat and a tattered off-white jacket, crumpled by the passage of time, that matched his wrinkled face. Grandpa was stubborn but soft-hearted. I remember him always by my side, taking me to the doctor or the barber shop, sitting next to me when I applied for college or by the window at his house, keeping an eye out for the train when I came back home, cheerful, beaming, waving his hand when he saw me. The old man didn’t have an easy life, but he always considered himself fortunate. 

And then she, Paula, my concealed stepsister, appeared, with her hair red as fire, her angular face and her gray she-wolf eyes.
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“Sorry to interrupt. What would you like, Sir?”

Confused, Alejandro looked up and stared at the waitress. She was standing expectantly next to him. The young woman had a patient smile and a golden braid resting on her shoulder. She waited for the man to regain his focus. She had a fresh, pleasant youthful face; she was probably around twenty. 

“Sorry, I was lost in my thoughts and didn’t hear you. What did you ask?” 

The girl giggled and Alejandro put his right hand on the table; it had only two fingers ―the thumb, the index finger and the middle finger were missing. Startled by the crippled hand, the young woman switched her gaze towards the man’s face. She looked at him closely: he was good-looking but not particularly attractive, about fifty, dark-skinned, with casually-combed short black hair. His brown eyes, surrounded by wrinkles that betrayed the passage of time, had a passionate sparkle with a hint of bitterness.

“I thought so. And I’m not surprised ―this corner of the park is quite charming. It’s easy to lose track of time.”  

“True. Memories come flooding in here. I’ll write a book someday.” 

The man and the girl looked at each other in silence, with the complicity of those who want to share a secret but are waiting for the other person’s next step ―slumbering expectation concealed behind excited pupils. 

“Are you a writer?”

“No, only an amateur. I’d like to put the family memories on paper, that’s all. Perhaps a journal to unburden myself. Most of them lived in Alma Luna.​[1]

Intrigued, the girl looked at the crippled limb again. The outcome of a dramatic story, she assumed, and her female curiosity made her move closer to the man in the dark suit.  

“Alma Luna,” she pondered, “isn’t that the name of a small cemetery? The one on the outskirts of town, along the road at the end of the park?”

“Yes, though in the past it was something more than that ―a prosperous village. All that’s left today are a few abandoned houses around the graveyard.” 

“My grandma told me that the name comes from an Arabian princess who committed suicide for love; they say her spirit haunts the place.” 

“Many ghosts inhabit Alma Luna; that’s all that’s left. Your princess is not alone.”  

“Maybe... Well, I don’t know.” Disturbed, the girl felt a tingling on her earlobe; she looked inside the coffee shop and saw her boss frowning at her. “Sorry, now it was me who got distracted! Do you already know what you want?” 

The minutes passed slowly. Alejandro patiently waited at the terrace with a steaming cup of coffee to keep him company. Being back in his hometown conjured up images in his subconscious. He now felt lost. One day he found himself isolated ―the last loved ones, all those he loved, ended up abandoning him. It hadn’t always been so. He once was a different person. His throat suddenly burned with sadness. He gulped and pulled out the letter from his inner jacket pocket. He felt restless; his eyes wandered, distractedly watching the trees, admiring the flight of the birds, their carefree movement from one point to another: blackbirds, starlings, sparrows... He put the letter next to the coffee cup; seconds later, he once again glanced at the heading: a handwritten name and a date, “Paula, 21 April 2015.” 

“I wonder what the redhead’s up to.” 

“You know her, Álex. She’s always been full of surprises.” 

Grandpa’s soft voice caressed his ears. He uttered his words with the unconditional affection of those who left without a warning and are now intent on coming to the aid of those loved ones who need them in this life that is no longer theirs. Alejandro could hear it since he was a boy; it arrived without notice, melodious like a scented whistle in the air. It smelled like cinnamon-flavored coffee, like childhood, like adolescence, like an adult life and as many life experiences as those inside kept an hourglass. 

“Yes, Grandpa. Here we are again, waiting for her together.”

“Keep calm, Álex.” Grandpa laid a loving hand on his shoulder and left.  

“Damn, I’m already late!”

That spring afternoon, thirty minutes walking distance from the grove, Paula was adding the finishing touches to her make-up in front of the mirror, highlighting her lips on the porcelain skin and the naturally-toned cheeks. Her favorite color was burgundy red ―it made her thin lips match her fiery scarlet hair. A few minutes later, she turned her head and faced her Jamaican lover, seeking her approval. The naked plump, exuberant dark-skinned woman was still stretching between the sheets, closely watching her friend’s thorough grooming. 

“So much effort and dedication for a man! Should I be jealous? We women tend to rack our brains over things, we’re a bit obsessive and, if you sow doubts in my head because of this...” 

“You already know me. I’m not fussy about playing on both sides of the fence. And don’t shake your head like that ―I know you’re attracted to them too,” Paula said, laughing. “This time, though, I’m meeting my brother, the only family I have left.” 

Dissatisfied, Paula applied some more eye shadow, while trying to prevent her mascara from smudging. 

“You look perfect. You still have time to play around a bit longer, right?” 

Paula looked at her with curiosity. Standing next to her, her partner inserted her index finger in her moist mouth and, with her left hand, pointed to her genitals as a tempting invitation. 

“Mmm, wow!” Paula roared in excitement. She closed her eyes and tried to resist the temptation ―she was already late for her appointment.  

That room at the Castilla Hotel, with the suitcases piled in a corner, waiting to be unpacked, was not very spacious. However, it was very bright. From the window one could see the Frogs’ Fountain, its water furiously beating against the stone, and, behind the Farmer’s Sculpture, the wide avenue that led to the railway station. So many years had passed since she ran away that the new terminal seemed strange to her. She remembered the colorful square glass panel on the façade and the horse-drawn carriage mosaic inside the building, above the ticket office in the lobby, but not the shopping center, the movie theaters or the new high-speed platform. 

“All you need is your stiletto heel boots and I swear I won’t let you leave!” 

The woman with the fiery red hair often wore high heels, although walking like a penguin. She always dressed in black, the Robles family’s characteristic color, whether in elegant attire or in casual summer T-shirts. She barely weighed one hundred pounds for her five feet five inches height. She had narrow hips, an angular face and grayish eyes. She moved like a warm-blooded predator. A good piece of advice would be never to turn your back on her.  

Paula was the product of one of Claudio’s extramarital affairs, in this case with Rocío, a seasonal worker’s daughter, a temptation too easy to be missed. The girl was born in a private clinic on 20 November, only four years after Alejandro’s birth. Her father arrived late at the clinic ―he was always so busy―, when the mother had already been discharged. The patriarch met his new daughter, halfheartedly, a week later, at the house he shared with his lover in the nearby village of Alma Luna. 

Paula instilled fear since she was a kid ―her classmates tried to stay away from her. Alone, isolated, from an early age she was marked by her mother’s lessons and her father’s indomitable character. There were only two choices for her: unconditionally possessing or being possessed, and she was never inclined towards meekness. She learned fast; she was smart and had good organizational skills. She never cared for books ―she preferred action and she primarily believed in practice. Her first question in the face of any proposal was always: “What’s the use?” At times, a self-destructive fury overpowered her and she couldn’t explain the fire that burned inside her. She wasn’t shy: when she liked something, she took it; if she failed, she tried again, over and over, until it became her property. 

“You sure you can’t stay a little longer? It’d be a pity to miss this delicatessen.” Lying naked on the bed, the Caribbean woman opened her legs and started purring like a cat. 

“What a delight!”  

Quickly and impatiently, Paula took off her clothes and left them, all crumpled up, on the floor by the bed. The crimson-haired woman’s body was ignited by fire and she licked her lips with relish. She closed her eyelids, but her Latin lover still noticed the silver glitter in her lustful eyes. 

“In the end, it wasn’t so hard to convince you.” 

“You’re such a bitch!”

When she was still a baby, Paula realized that her family was not like that of the other kids in Alma Luna. Her father, a cheerful, funny man, except when he dabbled in alcohol, had another wife and children he shared his love with. She and her mom were his plan B, his second choice and, often, not even that. 

And snakes grew in that wheat field. Paula spent many Sundays looking out the window in vain, feeling abandoned, biting her nails, drowning in longing. Patience was not an option: she awaited her moment ―she was sure it would arrive, as it did many years later.

In the hotel room, Paula quietly watched Rocío’s, her mother’s, specter. She was used to its presence ―the ghost used to visit her at night. This time, it went through the mirror, wrapped in a black nightgown, its long hair unkempt and madness shining in its cold, obsidian-dark irises. A blind gaze of censure, unfulfilled revenge and zombie-like blackouts, of nights filled with grief, sculpted by the force of contempt. 

“Have you abandoned me, Paula? Don’t you remember your place anymore? The one you had before you were born.”

“I’ve never left you behind, Mom.” 

“Then you forgot how everything started?” 

“That’s why I’m here today, Mom. To seek forgiveness.” 
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“That’s what dreams are for, aren’t they? To teach us how far we can go.”


Laura Gallego
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​Childhood dreams
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“Today, 21 July 1969, we are at a historic moment, the high point of the Apollo 11 mission. Shortly, in the middle of the night, the first human being will set foot on the surface of the Moon. The Columbia space capsule continues to orbit our satellite and, six hours ago, a small module landed south of the Sea of Tranquility. Houston, the Eagle has landed. At this very moment, we can see a space suit climbing down the stairs ―it’s Commander Neil Armstrong. Cameras all over the world expectantly await this magical instant. It’s 2.56 a.m. Astronaut Armstrong has one last step to go; his deep voice resonates around the planet: ‘That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.’ Dear listeners, the astronaut’s boot has just left its footprint on the surface of the Moon.” 

“Aaah, the baby’s coming! The waters just broke!” 

At the wheel of his Renault 8, Abel turned his head and looked at his wife, Lola, in anguish and distress. Carmen was holding her stomach with one hand while waving a white handkerchief out the window with the other. The thick, dark-colored amniotic fluid soaked the seat and flowed down the young woman’s legs. Lola, who was well aware of the moment, pressed her husband:  

“Hurry up, Abel! Otherwise, the girl will give birth to your grandson here in the car.” 

“I’m doing as best as I can! Don’t make me more nervous than I already am!” 

Abel was about to run a red light, but chose to stop ―he was cautious and didn’t want to risk an accident just to gain a few minutes. Lola looked at him in reproach but didn’t say a word. Grandpa never lost his head ―he was a tranquil man―, so he accepted his wife’s pressure with good grace. On the radio, the newscaster, thrilled about the historic feat, continued to narrate the conquest of the Moon.

“Buzz Aldrin is getting ready to leave the LEM; he climbs down and stands next to Armstrong. The two spacewalkers gaze at the blue image of our planet Earth, a celestial sphere in a blind sky over a dry stretch of moon dust. ‘Beautiful..., beautiful... Yes, a magnificent forlorn landscape. It’s true, Neil, what a great definition!’ The two men are planting the United States flag and...” 

“For goodness’ sake, Abel! Turn off the radio. How can you believe this spectacle? Don’t you realize it’s all a hoax? Man... on the Moon! 

“I don’t know, it all seems so real...” 

“You’ve always been so naïve, Abel!” 

Downcast, Grandpa held on to the wheel and focused his attention on the lights that emerged at the end of the avenue. 

“Look, we’re almost there. That’s the Perpetual Help Hospital.” 

The two women smiled in unison. 

The day and the hour were inconvenient ―doctors and nurses were distracted, more interested in the TV than in Carmen’s cries and exertion. With her mother beside her, she panted trying to give birth to her first child. The newborn also managed to land unharmed, even though the fact that he was breech, with a cord of flesh around his neck, didn’t facilitate the process and caused some problems. 

“Poor thing, he’s so ugly! And he’s all purple! They nearly handed him to us with a melon head.”

“Mom, please!” Carmen angrily reprimanded her mother. “It’s a beautiful baby.” 

“I know, sweetie. Please forgive this poor old bat. I’m still angry about how the doctors treated you. They seemed more interested in following that astronauts’ hoax than in taking care of you.” Grandma took Alejandro from his mother’s arms and gave him a long kiss. Wrapped like a sandwich between white blankets, the baby was covered with curly black hair and had brown, almost African, skin. 

“Hallo, Álex, you little thing! Welcome to this crazy world. I just hope you don’t take after your father.” 

“Mom, please! Not again!” Although she was used to them, Grandma’s cutting remarks about her son-in-law irritated Carmen.  

“Sorry, dear. It’s just that your husband needs a greyhound to hunt him down. Where the hell is he? He should be present at his son’s birth. In the end, it had to be us, as usual, who brought you to the hospital. You’re lucky to have your parents.” 

Carmen remained silent, looking for excuses to mitigate her own suspicions. 

“Don’t worry, Mom, I’m sure that some urgent matter prevented him from coming. You know he devotes all his energy to work.”  

“Work? Yeah, right! He likes women more than kids like cake!” Lola said. “Your dad went to look for him. I’m sure he’ll find him and drag him over here.” 

“Mom!”

Once again behind the wheel, Abel delved into the darkness of the night and started looking for his son-in-law. A fine rain soaked the streets and the road, splattering the car windows. Grandpa was worried: he could barely see and kept blinking his eyes in sync with the windshield wipers. He breathed unevenly, as if not wanting to find what he was looking for. He first went to the construction workshop and, as expected, found it locked down. The white Renault shed its light on the green metal doors. He banged them with his fist and the only answer came from the dogs barking inside. He left, his wrinkled face drenched by the drizzle. He moved on to the usual bars, those that were still open this late ―he knew them well, as this was not the first time he had to go chasing after his son-in-law. 

“Damned bastard, where the hell are you?” 

During his first meeting with Claudio, Grandpa had a hunch that he would leave his daughter sooner or later. He never got along with his son-in-law ―Grandma had something to do with that―, but they always respected each other. When he was alone with Lola, he nicknamed Claudio “The Ultra Macho Man.” However, he never expressed his thoughts to his face. 

“Women and alcohol, a terrible combination. I shouldn’t be surprised; after all, I had been forewarned.” 

Abel stopped the car in front of the neon lights of a brothel on the outskirts of the city, bordering the village of Alma Luna, and turned off the engine. Claudio’s maroon Seat 124 was parked by the entrance. Grandpa closed his eyes and breathed slowly to calm himself down. “It’s already been three years since this bastard came into our lives.” The neighbors had warned him, but his daughter’s excitement prevailed. 

“Sweetie, that man is a hustler and a reveler. You’re going to be miserable.”

Grandpa entered the brothel and made the mistake of inviting Claudio to a glass of wine for a man-to-man talk. The son-in-law was thrilled and took advantage of it. After the fourth glass of wine, Grandpa couldn’t hold himself up, much to his shame and that of the other clients. Behind his compassionate, wolfish smile, Claudio was enjoying himself. That was the only time Grandpa had to be carried home without touching the ground. Grandma Lola never forgot that incident, and he didn’t either.

Six years went by and, given the father’s absence, Abel became his grandson’s faithful companion. 

“Hi, Álex, look what I’ve brought you! You’re going to love this book!” 

The old man hid the mystery present behind his back while the little kid tried to grab it with his arms around him. 

“What is it, Grandpa? Give it to me!” 

“Since you’re a dreamer, I’m going to read you a fascinating story. It happened a long time ago in a place that no longer exists.”  

“Is it about the Greeks?” The boy winked an eye at his grandpa. “Or about Ancient Rome?” 

Grandpa gently caressed the kid’s face and sat him on his lap. 

“Getting warmer...”

“Why do you like the word ‘Rome’ so much, Grandpa?” 

“Well, maybe because, read backwards in Spanish, Rome, Roma, is the heart that makes the world go round.” 

“Amor, love?” Alejandro hesitated and his grandfather laughed.

“You’ll see. In the twinkling of an eye, we’ll travel thousands of years back in time, to faraway Troy. This volume holds the secrets of the Iliad: fierce Achilles; Hector, the tamer of horses; beautiful Helen... 

“She was beautiful?” 

“Zeus’ daughter was the most seductive woman on Earth.” 

The boy smiled in ecstasy, as if walking on clouds, and caressed the woman’s name with his tongue. 

“I like that name, Grandpa; one day I’ll have a Helen all to myself.”

Grandpa held his gaze with a worried gesture ―the old man foresaw the future based on past experiences and glimpsed an odd shadow embracing his grandson. He worried about the omens, but, like the waves created by a pebble in a pond, they slowly vanished into oblivion. 

“Be careful, Álex. Remember ill-fated Paris’ apple and also Ulysses. Don’t become the eternal traveler cursed by the gods!” 

“Why not, Grandpa?”

“Because then you’d be the most wretched of men.” 

One Friday after class, Carmen came home holding a small German shepherd puppy that smelled like milk. It was probably only a couple of days old, no bigger than a shoe box, black and fire color, with floppy ears. He looked like a fur ball, with only a small dark nose and two hazel-color buttons sticking out. Carmen laughed at her children’s astonishment. Eyes wide open, they couldn’t stop looking at the yawning puppy. 

“How should we call her? It’s a girl.” 

“Laika!” Alejandro screamed without hesitation. 

“Why that weird name?” Gabriel, who was two years younger, looked at his brother in surprise. 

Alejandro dashed to his room and came back with an encyclopedia volume. He pointed to a map and a picture of the Soviet Union next to the legend “Laika, the first cosmos traveler.” 

“An astronaut dog!”  

“Laika’s a pretty name,” Mom conceded, winking an eye at Alejandro. 

Hours later, Carmen turned off the lights. In the bedroom, Gabriel was dreaming restlessly on the bottom bed. In his mind, a pack of dogs were fighting their way into a space capsule while the police tried to stop them. The boy woke up with a start. The dark room frightened him; it conjured up scary nocturnal fantasies and ghosts that whispered in his ear. As usual, he started hitting the upper bed, where his brother slept. 

“Álex, Álex, are you awake?”

“No, Gabi, I’m asleep. Can’t you hear me snoring?” 

“Stop teasing me, Álex. I know you’re awake.” 

“Ok, what do you want?” 

The question remained floating in mid-air and Alejandro could sense his brother’s concern. 

“What happened to the astronaut dog in the book?”  

“Truth is I don’t really remember. She flew on Sputnik 2, I think.” 

“And then she came back to Earth?” 

Gabriel was biting his fingernails in anguish. His brother pondered upon the answer. He hesitated and took a deep breath, trying to gain a few seconds. 

“I’m not sure.” Alejandro tried to remember the text. “She orbited the planet, though some say she died when the capsule overheated.” 

“How sad, poor thing!” 

The boy hid his face under the pillow and sobbed into its protective softness. Alejandro felt uncomfortable about the sobs and picked his nose with regret. 

“Don’t worry, Gabi. No one’s sure about it.” 

“Really?” Gabriel asked, feeling hopeful. 

“Laika was fine. She reached the Moon and is hiding with some aliens.”

“You think so?” 

His brother’s eyes shone above the pillow ―they expressed hope and innocent yearning. A lie that becomes the truth when you close your eyes. 

“I’m sure. Remember she was a mutt.” 

“A mongrel?” Gabriel asked with curiosity. 

“Yeah, a stray mixed-breed dog. It’s the smartest breed; they can survive anywhere.” 

“You’re right, Álex. Laika’s still in space.” 

“Of course, that’s why I’m your big brother,” Alejandro concluded.

Gabriel closed his eyelids again, appeased. The scent of the fluffy cupcakes Carmen had baked for breakfast reached the room and, minutes later, the boys plunged into a placid sleep where they flew into space, discovering faraway planets.

In a few months, Laika had become a giant. Resembling a pony, she had a long, square snout and a black nose. Her ears were long and sharp-pointed, open in the front. Her legs were straight; her tail, soft as feathers; her fur, cinnamon black, matching the sofa; her eyes, dark and sparkling. She understood every word without comprehending it ―she deciphered them with a quiet, attentive expression, squeezing thoughts from people’s gestures, intuiting them in their laughter and their groans. An intelligent gaze, a spoiled intelligence that became a sheet-licking knocker-up. 

She learned quickly, in that school made up of two bedrooms, a kitchen and a dining room. She patiently endured the boys’ tail-pulling, cuddled up like a pillow under Álex’ and Gabi’s heads and dashed down the streets. She became a four-legged fetish, a loving geisha with an unbridled tongue that dragged the children’s toys on a Far West wagon. At night, during her last round, Carmen would inspect the silent bedroom. She’d stealthily open the door and, stifling her laughter, would hear her kids’ feigned breathing. Then she’d see two heads ―a peculiar couple― emerging from the sheets, one of them canine, wrapped in colorful sheets and blankets like a candy bar, looking plaintively and anxiously at his mistress. 

“Don’t run away, Laika! Don’t you run away, you two-faced mutt!” Alejandro would yell when he saw her disappear. 

The boy proudly took his two-year-old dog for walks. His favorite companion. A loyal friend, a dream chaser, a folly that accompanied him every day amid frantic laughter. The loved one in a happy childhood, enveloped with affection and dreams, a period Alejandro would never forget.

“Álex, son, you must understand, she’s already too big. In the countryside, she’ll be able to run freely about.” 

One day Grandpa and Mom decided to take Laika to a house on the outskirts of the nearby village of Alma Luna, almost a small town by then. A country house with a garden and a swimming pool. “There it’ll be easier to withstand the heat,” they said. I didn’t understand it. I refused to leave my room for days, until hunger and boredom drilled a hole in my stomach. 

“Grandpa, will you take me to see Laika after school?” 

“Sure, I’ll pick you up when you’re done with your homework.” 

Grandpa Abel purchased a plot in Alma Luna and built a nice house with a tall hedge ―privacy against indiscreet eyes―, gardens with white and yellow roses, weeping willows, poplars and a big pool with a springboard surrounded with grass. Yes, wet grass at night, watery coolness for the torrid summer. He created a playground ―two swings with yellow iron tubes― next to a piece of land where he planted a small orchard: cucumbers, tomatoes, fava beans, melons, zucchini, potatoes..., depending on the season of the year. The most delicious were the giant sunflowers, full of juicy seeds we endlessly peeled and sucked during the summer months.

One winter afternoon, the phone rang while I was studying math. I felt an icy-cold shudder, a sort of premonition, and I picked up the closest phone. 

“Hello, who is it?” 

“Hi, Álex. It’s me, Grandpa. Is Mom home? I need to talk to her.”

“She’s not back yet. What happened?” Grandpa took a deep breath, paused and probably decided it was best to share it.

“Burglars broke into the house. Everything’s smashed, scattered around the floor: furniture, books, clothes, torn mattresses...”

“How did they get in?”

“They tried the door, but when they saw it was armored they opened a window bar. I’ve already called the police. It appears there have been several burglaries in the area.” 

“And Laika?” Silence ensued for what seemed like an eternity.

“I’d better come and pick you up. Get ready.” 

Country-house burglaries were not rare in winter, since most of them remained closed except for some holidays and weekends. Only those with small orchards or retired owners showed some activity. The professionals studied the houses, the lights, the alarms, the escape routes and the local police and Civil Guard patrol routes. 

“You sure Laika didn’t bite them?” 

I was in pain; I had a lump in my throat. Grandpa drove his white Renault slowly along the road that led to the house. When we arrived, I saw the open, cracked doors, the forced lock and the bent window bar, a rhombus that broke the bars’ parallel lines. However, my first question turned out to be the obvious one. 

“Where’s Laika?” Grandpa laid his left hand on my shoulder and stroked my face with his right one. 

“You must be strong, Álex. She’s there, beneath the tree. She’s dead.” 

I caught a glimpse of a shadow beneath a willow. I ran as fast as I could, my heart pounding, without waiting for Grandpa. Laika was motionless, lifeless, outstretched, her body already petrified, and had something between her teeth. Grandpa calmly explained it to me: “Burglars usually throw poisoned meat balls at the watchdogs.” I could hardly listen. I crouched by the animal. My vision was blurry, my chest ached and tears ran down my cheeks as I caressed my friend’s jet-black fur for the last time. 

I was flooded with memories. Everything vanished in the wink of an eye ―the smile of a lost friendship, the shared happiness, all those moments that would remain buried in my solitude. I bid her farewell with the palm of my hand, caressing her fur with longing. I don’t remember how long I stayed with her... Minutes? Hours? Who knows, time doesn’t exist when the spirit doesn’t move. Then I heard a soft moan that was hard to distinguish in the howling wind. Grandpa and I walked towards my companion’s doghouse. The moans got louder and louder. And there, amid the straw, curled up, with their small noses on their siblings’ backs, were five puppies that had been born just a couple of days earlier. 
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“I know, my child, that you think my ancestors are from here, but my parents came from Italy. They told me they fled beautiful Florence because of a war I don’t remember. In their haste to leave the place and preserve what was most precious ―life―, they emigrated with scant belongings. I was born in the Mediterranean on board an old merchant ship that was to dock at the port of Valencia, in a dark hold amid wicker baskets, with the aid of an old midwife. If my memory serves me well, since I was a kid, even younger than you, darling, I always dreamed of becoming a lion tamer. The deafening roars on the circus ring mixed with the drums’ racket were so exciting! The rings of fire and the lash of the whip cracking the air, wham! wham!”

“Weren’t you afraid of the beasts, Daddy?” 

“No, Paula, darling.” 

“And when you entered a cage with wild animals?”

“That was a few years later. It was a sunny afternoon. The circus had just arrived; it occupied an esplanade near Alma Luna. In the city, there were big panels on the walls advertising wonderful things, like exotic animals from faraway countries ―fantasies for a dream-filled childhood. My brother and I sneaked into the enclosure the day before the function ―we couldn’t wait! He pretended to be a sea captain and sailed among the felines’ cages, amid howls and roars, slowly pushing my wheelchair and avoiding any close contact that might invite the animals on board.”

“You couldn’t walk, Daddy?” 

“No, I’d had an accident in the fields and one of my legs was hurt, but I’ll tell you that story some other day. Listen. Like I said, the show was to start the next day. We were consumed by impatience; we couldn’t stay still. We wanted to discover the magic behind the ring. We went through a back door and walked quietly through the dust ―we could only make out the play of lights and shadows on the floor. We reached the tarp and stealthily crossed the threshold to the central ring. It was empty and all I could see was a weird shape ―a green cone in the middle. That was when my nerves nearly exploded.”

“What happened, Daddy? Don’t beat around the bush! Get to the point!” 

Claudio had his arm around the girl sitting on his lap and, with his free hand, sketched figures in the air before her attentive eyes. Paula watched the moving fingers in amazement. Her father’s words turned into images, pictures that became engraved in her mind, while she tightly held the manly neck with her little hand. 

“Then,” Claudio continued, “we heard a voice. It resonated in the empty stands. We felt a breath behind us, a shudder, and were paralyzed. ‘Hi, guys! Are you lost? Ha-ha, I bet you’re not. You’re here for some reason. You’re looking for something... A secret, perhaps?’”

“Who found you?” Paula asked, intrigued. Her father smiled and laid his index finger on the girl’s lips to keep her quiet. Then he resumed his story, dramatizing it with exaggerated hand gestures.  

“His voice was friendly and he had a hard but kindly face. His shaved head looked like a shiny billiard ball and he had a black curly beard, like a pirate’s. He was a dwarf. His muscular, steel-like arms were naked. He stood next to us and we could feel his breath on our faces: strong, intense, beastly. He started talking and his words conveyed his skin odor ―they exuded fierceness, lion and tiger fragrance... 

“What do you mean by ‘exuded fierceness’?” Paula opened her big gray eyes, not understanding a single word, while Claudio playfully sniffed her hair. 

“We were scared shitless, sweetie.”

“Ah, ok! Go on.”  

“Then we approached the cages and he invited us in. My legs were shaking; we were paralyzed by fear. He guided us in through the bars and we stroked the back of one of the beasts, a black panther with wild green unblinking eyes that seemed intent on swallowing us up.”

The girl anxiously bit her lip and her fingernails unconsciously scraped her father’s T-shirt, much to his delight. Claudio opened an old, worn-out wooden box. The lid had a faded picture of a circus and there were some color prints of wild felines inside. 

“What about those pictures?” The girl asked, intrigued. 

“They were a gift from our friend, the tiny circus buccaneer-tamer, so we would remember him, think about him and accompany him in our dreams when he traveled from town to town... always with his family, those animals that had once wandered freely in a faraway jungle.”

Paula clapped and hugged Claudio, kissing him on the cheek. She enjoyed listening to her father’s dramatized childhood stories, his masterly experiences. So what if most of them were a fiction that Claudio improvised as he went along? What mattered was being close to him, sitting on his lap, enveloped with his body’s warmth. 

Suddenly, the girl fell silent and fixed her ash-colored eyes on her father’s pupils. Claudio patiently waited for the questions, which were not new ―they had become a recurrent plea over the last few months. 

“Daddy, is it true that you have another family and that’s why we don’t see you often? How are my siblings? I want you to stay here with us.” 

Claudio bit his tongue and looked searchingly towards the kitchen, where Rocío, the girl’s mother, was cooking dinner. The woman boldly took on the challenge, her eyes shining. Resigned, the man looked down and once again focused his attention on the girl. He snapped his fingers and playfully ruffled her scarlet hair.  

“Paula, dear, you and your brothers are the most important things in my life. I’ll always be by your side when you need me.” The girl lowered her head, disappointed. “Sometimes things aren’t simple... Problems arise ―they’re hard to explain, even for grown-ups. Sometimes I’ll be with you and your mom, and other times I’ll have to attend to other issues; however, I’ll always come back.”

“What are my brothers’ names?”

The girl distractedly looked at the faded pictures of the circus animals, but her ears were attentive to her father’s words. Claudio caressed her nose with his index finger, while Rocío set the table for the family dinner. 

“The eldest is Alejandro; he’s only a few years older than you.” He paused and the girl’s face lit up. “The little one is Gabriel, he’s almost your age. You’ll enjoy meeting them. I’ll introduce you to them, I want you to be good siblings.” 

“Please, darling, don’t make promises you won’t keep.” 

Rocío cast an angry glance at him. Claudio got up and showed her his best scoundrel’s smile ―he was a genuine snake charmer. 

“Tell me, babe, when did I ever make a promise I didn’t keep?” 

Annoyed, the woman pretended to throw the salad bowl at him. 

“I know you like the palm of my hand. All hollow words and then...”

“Don’t listen to Mommy, dear, I assure you that everything will work out just fine. I swear on my knight errant’s honor.”

After dinner, the patriarch said goodbye to his daughter with a kiss on her forehead. Rocío defiantly gave him a long, passionate kiss while the girl covered her eyes, pretending not to see her parents’ cuddling. When the front door closed, the girl ran to her bedroom window. She cheerfully leaped down the hallway in her ivory color blouse, her black-and-white plaid skirt and her mended leotards, her two fiery braids following the rhythm. Hiding at her watchtower, she waited for her father’s shadow to appear. 

Claudio swiftly crossed the courtyard of his second house. It was a cool, clear night, and the sky was mottled with sparkling lanterns. He looked up and saw a glamorous naked moon, round as a pearl. He shuddered and a new thought took shape in his mind. Was the ruler of the night also a woman? He heard a roar of laughter, blew a kiss to the moon and, still giggling, got into his car.

The road back to town was empty and dark. The headlights made the silhouettes of the trees by the wayside look like ghosts; specters endlessly repeating themselves, creating a tunnel. Claudio pensively lit a cigarette. The ashtray was packed with butts that filled the cabin with a rancid smell, of dust, sweat and ashes. 

“This girl needs a real father,” he pondered, “someone who’s more than just a nice relative that spends some time with her every two weeks. She needs someone to listen to her, to bring out the best of her every morning. It’s a pity. Her mom’s trying for me to swallow the bait, but she’s wrong. It can’t be me, I don’t enjoy it ―I shouldn’t have had any kids. It was a mistake, I’m not really ready ―I’m too keen on partying. I let myself be carried away by inertia, by people’s expectations. Once married, with a steady couple, it’s an obligation to have kids. And how about the mistress? She was the next natural step, a well-accepted one if only I had been more discreet. Fuck! I really screwed up with the girl! How on earth did I get entangled in such a mess?  

“Yes, yes, I know. After all, they’re my flesh and blood. Not like them women, who just happened to pass by... though I must admit that I’m crazy about both of them. I’m not going to give up any of my women. They’re mine ―I own them and I want them all to myself. You only live once, and I’m going to enjoy this life as much as I can! The worms will have plenty of time to savor my remains ―all of eternity, when I’m no longer here to regret it!”

A new memory popped into Claudio’s mind. He saw himself as a boy, his mother crying next to him over the death of her first husband, his Florentine father he had no images of. He only remembered his aroma ―he smelled like freshly-made toasted bread, a warm oven and the white hands covered in flour typical of his trade. A time of which he kept no memories, before his mom married that peasant from La Mancha, an adoptive father who treated him as just one more laborer. A day laborer he never once caressed, unlike his real son, Claudio’s stepbrother, his only playmate, the one with whom he dreamed of one day becoming a lion tamer.  

Claudio stopped the car beneath the brothel’s flickering gaudy pink lights, put out his cigarette and entered the premises. The brothel had few clients, just the regular ones. Two old gray-haired acquaintances, their shirts burned by the ash from their cigars, greeted him and invited him to a drink. At the back of the room, next to the counter, three heavily made-up Latina women were waiting. They were young, in their early twenties, and their sad eyes concealed no secrets ―under their radiant skins, their souls were prematurely aged, caught up in a web of false promises and fed by biting despair.  

When she was ten years old, Paula felt lonely because she had no friends in the village. Whom could she trust? Only her faithful Zipi and Zape, two wild cats, one dull-colored, the other smoke-black, that loyally followed her everywhere. Her get-togethers with the felines went well into the night, when, after enjoying a bowl of sour milk and something more solid than the day’s leftovers, they bid farewell until the next afternoon. They patiently and expectantly waited for her after school, with their prim whiskers and skinny legs. The girl would always have a surprise gift for them ―some delicious candy and her self-interested friendliness― and they would reward her with grateful purrs. The kittens would silently accompany her in her lonely wanderings along the streets and her cheerful trotting through the orchards beyond the houses on the border of Alma Luna, accepting her soft caresses and snuggling against her legs. 

“Hello, my dear friends, today we’re going hunting.” 

The girl’s aloof disposition, her cutting replies and her aggressive gray eyes intimidated her classmates. It was hard for her to blend in with the school environment, a closed-minded rural community molded by traditional morality where illegitimate children, particularly girls, were regarded with suspicion. 

“Where are you going after school? We could meet at the park. I can show you my cats ―they’re great!” 

Paula smiled at the group of girls she shared desks with, longing for friendship, afraid of rejection and embarrassed about her neediness. 

“Don’t bother, carrot, we have another plan for this afternoon, a birthday party.” 

“I didn’t know there was a party. No one told me about it.” 

The girls looked at one another, savoring the situation with the cruel pleasure and proud cheekiness afforded by being part of a group. 

“That’s because you’re not invited, it’s as simple as that. And then we’ll have a pajama party ―too bad you can’t come either.” 

“You rats!”  

The redhead didn’t like school. She would pragmatically get her homework out of the way in a flash and then focus on what she really loved doing. She was a busybody who enjoyed investigating people’s behavior from behind the scenes. Safe from indiscreet eyes, she would study how insects moved, fondle and inspect animals, and become exasperated by human foibles. People didn’t like her ―her intimate acquaintances were scarce. 

Once home, she spent most of the afternoons alone, longing for the company of a soulmate, someone to talk with, a warm voice in her ear and animated races down the hallways. Paula learned to play in isolation, locked up in a dungeon inhabited by imaginary friends. When they said goodbye in the evening, she would sit by the window, remembering Claudio, counting the minutes and scanning the shadows in the courtyard. 

“Where are you, Dad? Where are you?” 

Rocío, her mother, would cross the courtyard on her way home after work, close to dinnertime, except for Tuesdays and Fridays, when she only worked mornings. She was a house cleaner in town and couldn’t take the girl along with her. Her wages were meager, just enough to get by, but she didn’t want to be dependent on Claudio’s support ―he was a generous patriarch, but an unpredictable one. 

When she opened the door, the mother would reflect upon her daughter’s situation. The girl didn’t need any help with her homework, but her increasingly sullen character worried her. She needed a tangible father, not a sugary hustler who showed up unannounced every now and then. 

“He’s left again because of you and your reproaches! When will he be back? Has he joined the others? His other family?” Paula would ask in tears.

The meetings with her dad deeply affected her. Paula missed him when he left; she would just frown and lock herself up in her room. Rocío was in such despair that her brother, Primitivo, offered to keep an eye on the girl from time to time. Rocío, who was very devoted to Saint Nefija, the patron saint of Alma Luna, dedicated a couple of candles to her. 

“Your Claudio is quite a bastard, you already know what I think. But I have lots of free time and I like kids. I can stop by the house a couple of days a week, no problem.” 

“Thank you, Yeyo, God bless you! You’re a saint! I’m really anxious about the girl.” 

Uncle Primitivo ―Yeyo, as everyone called him― was a fortyish bachelor who worked as a seasonal laborer in the village orchards. A lazy person, he spent his afternoons playing cards and dominoes at one bar or another. How did he kill time when there was no work and he got bored with cards? He would go shooting at a hunting ground or carve wooden figures no one would buy. He kept them in the attic and, when winter came along, he used them as firewood for the heater. 

He had strong arms and legs; his hands were full of corns and calluses, the ungrateful testimony of farmwork. Like Sancho Panza, he was short and chubby. Since he was a boy, he would have a slice of greasy bacon on a loaf of bread for breakfast. He didn’t eat fruits or fish, was tired of vegetables, except for tomatoes, and loved wine. He had a porcine, albeit not unpleasant, face, seemed good-natured and got along with everyone in the area. 

“I’ll pay for the next round. Drink as much as you please! Hey, you, the guy behind the counter, serve beers like for a wedding!” He would yell at the bar when he was winning at dominoes. 

Paula and Uncle Yeyo got along from the beginning. On Mondays and Wednesdays, he’d walk her home after class and stay for a couple of hours. They played cards, he showed her tricks to get the cats to obey her and patiently taught her the art of wood carving. On other days, when the sun was going down and a pleasant breeze caressed their faces, they would stroll through the corn fields, a sea of green reeds crowned with saffron-haired cobs, their bodies cooled down by the water on the ground and their steps creating a soft splashing sound in tune with the canes creaking under the wind. 

Her uncle would occasionally carry a firearm just in case an absent-minded rabbit appeared. The girl showed interest in the gun, as she liked hunting ―gunpowder and blood stimulated her. However, when she told her mom about her adventures, late at night in the kitchen, her mom frowned in disapproval. 

“Yeyo, you’d better read her stories, she’s just a kid.” 

Primitivo borrowed a pile of books from the library. He had no clear criteria to select them, since his parents never cared much for education. He knew how to read write, and the basic math operations, mostly out of embarrassment, so no one could say he was a total dimwit. He started with Peter Pan, Rapunzel, Cinderella and Little Red Riding Hood. They bored the girl ―princesses made her yawn―, but she respectfully feigned interest so as not to discourage her uncle. 

Treasure Island and Robinson Crusoe were more appealing, but what really fascinated Paula were eerie stories, with vampires and werewolves. Primitivo, who was faint-hearted, got scared when he read them out loud, much to his niece’s delight. She got into the bad habit of frightening him when he came out of the bathroom. She would hide and then pounce on him as he opened the door. 

“Uncle Yeyo, tell me Count Dracula’s story again.” She squatted and crossed her arms. 

“No, Paula. Then you’ll have nightmares.”

“Please, come on. I’ll start.” 

With a sinister voice, Paula started gesticulating, her hands stretched and showing her claws. Uncle Yeyo tried not to laugh ―he got up from the sofa and hid behind the curtain, almost covering his eyes. 

“It was a dark, dark night...”

“No, no, help, the bloodsuckers are coming!” 

Her uncle bent over with laughter, holding his tummy with both hands. His belly button showed under his shirt like a dark knob gasping for fresh air.  

“That’s not going to work. If you laugh, I’ll stop. You should get scared,” Paula yelled, with her arms on her hips. 

She lay down on the sofa and hid her face amid the cushions, smiling with a mock anger. With her mouth half-open, she slyly waited for her uncle’s apology, an incentive to go on playing. 

The girl blindly trusted her uncle; that’s why Primitivo was the first to know about the incident. On a cold autumn afternoon, with a tough wind curling the brown leaves in the schoolyard, Paula was surprised not to find Zipi and Zape waiting for her as usual. Carrying two pieces of petit suisse cheese, their day’s reward, she cried out to them but they didn’t answer. 

“Damned cats, they’ll hear me when I find them!”  

She turned the corner of the school fence in silence and walked home downcast, more disheartened by longing than anger ―it was the first time her two friends didn’t show up for their daily get-together. She got home and inserted the key into the entrance door. 

“Poor things! I wonder where my two babies are...” 

She was knocked down by an unexpected blow to her back. She fell to the ground, embracing it with a dusty kiss. Her hands tied and swayed like a puppet, a bunch of knees beat up her bones. The girl hadn’t noticed them, and now the four boys surrounded her like a pack of wolves around a fawn. They kicked her ruthlessly, fascinated by a sadistic ecstasy. They spat on her, drenching her in saliva, a thoughtless, idiotic smile on their faces, and mockingly screamed in her ear: 

“Witch, witch, witch!” 

“We’ll burn you in hell with your kittens!”

“They’re waiting for you, we’ve grilled them!” 

“Where are they? Where did you hide them?” 

“Aren’t you listening? We’ve roasted them!”

The image of the two charred small felines tormented the girl’s brain: they went round and round like in a Ferris wheel, cut into pieces over the fire; they mewed, begging for help, and she ran, tripped and kissed the ground. She crawled in distress, her arms stretched: more, more, just a little bit more, almost at her fingertips, but she couldn’t reach them. 

“We’re gonna impale you on a stake, carrot!” 

Paula didn’t feel the blows. Her eyes were still glued to the pavement, her terrified mind still searching for the missing animals. Her hair and her face were smeared with saliva. Sullied, her dirty cheeks on the ground, the kids kept beating her and she couldn’t take her sad eyes off the sidewalk. 

“Keep beating her, she’s only a piece of shit!”

Primitivo was warned by a neighbor at the bar, in the middle of a winning streak. He got up, agitated, and in less than two minutes was holding his niece in his arms. The boys fled as soon as they saw him, but not before pulling down their pants and showing him their naked buttocks. They left amid laughter, majestically riding the bikes they had prepared.  

Yeyo sobbed, his heart broken. Paula couldn’t speak ―her eyes were still fixed on the pavement. He caressed her hair and kissed her on the forehead, like he did whenever the girl was upset and needed affection. He then walked to the entrance, still carrying her like a broken doll that needs to be put together again. Twenty minutes later, Paula recovered her voice. Her eyes exuded hatred, a cold, tearless resentment. 

“Uncle, grab the shotgun! I know where they live.” 

Primitivo’s legs started shaking. He had discovered sometime earlier that the girl ruled over him and he couldn’t bear to see her suffer. 

“Ok, Paula, we’ll settle the scores. Come with me and stay by my side.” 

They found the vandals on the esplanade in front of the school, laughing their heads off. One of them mewed like the charred cats while the others cracked up. The shortest one was caressing
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