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To José, so the Devil blesses our wedding day




1

I walked in and the house pounced on me. It’s always the same with this filthy pile of bricks, it leaps on whoever comes through the door and twists their guts till they can’t even breathe. My mother used to say this house makes your teeth fall out and your insides shrivel up, but my mother left a long time ago and I don’t remember her. I only know she said those things because my grandma told me, though she needn’t have bothered. It’s not exactly news. In here, you lose your teeth, your hair, the meat from your bones and if you’re not careful you’ll end up dragging yourself around on all fours, or else permanently bedbound.

I left my rucksack on the wooden chest and opened the living-room door. My grandma wasn’t there. She wasn’t in the larder or under the kitchen table either, so I decided to try upstairs. I checked the dresser drawers and inside the wardrobe but there was still no sign, damn her. Then I saw the tips of some shoes poking out from under one of the beds. I wouldn’t normally have lifted the edge of the quilt – you don’t disturb what’s under the bed – but my grandma’s shoes are unmistakable. The patent leather’s so shiny you can see your reflection in it from the other side of the room. When I lifted the quilt, she was staring at the slats under the mattress. A neighbour who once saw her climb out of the wooden chest by the front door told the journalists the old woman had dementia, but what would she know, that shit-stirring bitch with her fat-fryer hair. It wasn’t dementia.

I hauled the old woman out, sat her on the bed and shook her by the shoulders. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t, and this time it didn’t. When it doesn’t work you’re better off waiting for her to come round. I dragged her into the hallway, opened the door leading up to the attic, shoved her through and closed it behind her, turning the key. All the doors in this house can be locked from the outside. It’s a family tradition, like the stupid stuff people get up to at Christmas. We have a lot of traditions, including locking each other away, but we don’t eat lamb because lambs have never done us any harm and it feels rude to eat them.

I went down to fetch my rucksack then walked back upstairs. Aside from the stairway going up to the attic, the only space on the first floor is a bedroom I share with the old woman. I put the rucksack on my bed, the smaller of the two. It used to be my mother’s and before that my grandma’s. In this house you don’t inherit money or gold rings or monogrammed sheet sets; beds and bad blood are all the dead pass down. Rage and a place to lay your head, that’s the most you’ll be left around here. I didn’t even get my grandma’s hair. It’s still as strong as rope, a real sight to behold when she lets it loose, and yet here I am with four greasy strands that start sticking to my scalp two hours after I’ve washed them.

I like my bed because there are guardian-angel prayer cards sellotaped all over the headboard. Sometimes the tape gets old and yellow and starts peeling, but then I just bite off a fresh strip and replace it. My favourite card is one where the angel is watching over two children about to fall down a ravine. The children are beaming like a pair of idiots, as if they were playing in their own back garden and not on the edge of a cliff. They’re old enough to know better, but that clearly hasn’t stopped them. When I wake up in the morning I often check to see if the children have fallen yet. There’s also a card with a baby about to set a house on fire, another where some twins are trying to stick their fingers in a plug socket, and another where a girl’s about to chop off one of hers with a carving knife. They’re all grinning away like psychopaths with round, rosy cheeks. The old woman put the cards up when my mother was born so the angels would protect her, and every night before going to sleep the two of them used to kneel beside the bed with their palms pressed together and say their special prayer of four corners to my bed and four angels round my head. But one day the old girl saw angels for real and it turned out that whoever drew those pictures obviously hadn’t seen any themselves, because angels don’t have blonde curls or beautiful faces. They’re more like giant insects, like praying mantises. And so my grandma abandoned her prayers, because who wants four mantises with hundreds of eyes and pincers for mouths showing up at their daughter’s bedside? We only pray to them now out of fear they might land on the roof and slide their antennae and spindly legs down the chimney. Sometimes we hear a noise in the attic, go up to see what’s going on, and find their eyes peering through the gaps in the roof tiles. Then we say a Hail Mary to scare them away.

I took my clothes out of the rucksack and laid them on the bed. Four T-shirts, two pairs of leggings, five pairs of knickers, five pairs of socks and the black trousers and floral blouse I wore when I went to see the judge. It was the same outfit I wore for job interviews, when I also wanted to give an impression of innocence, virtue and a pretty much total willingness to be brutally exploited. Playing the innocent worked on the judge, but not on the employers. They could probably see the anger in my face because my jaw stayed clenched when I smiled. The only job I’d been able to get was looking after the Jarabos’ son, since they didn’t care about the blouse or the bad blood. My family had always bowed to theirs and it always would, whatever I wore and however much I resented them.

Now the blouse is too faded to wear, but that doesn’t matter because I’m not about to have any more interviews. No one’s going to employ me now, not after what happened. So I’ve been spared having to clock in somewhere each day and grit my teeth to hold down the bile, but even so, the old woman says I’ll have to learn to do something. She says it because she doesn’t want me hanging around the house all day, but she’s also right: if I spend too much time twiddling my thumbs, the jitters and rot set in. One job I know I’d like is dog walking, but who’s going to pay me for that? Around here people keep their dogs shut up in pens and those mutts are lucky if someone occasionally tosses a crust of stale bread over the gate.

Anyway. After I unpacked my clothes I took off my T-shirt and changed into a clean one. I’d like to say it was pretty but that would be a lie and I want to tell you things exactly as they happened, and the truth is that both tops were equally ugly and tatty and stretched, but at least the second one didn’t reek of the crappy old buses we have around here, with seats that smell like a locker room. I put the clothes away in the bottom drawer of the dresser but I knew there was no point. I’d have to look for them the next day in the kitchen cupboard or on the larder shelves or in the wooden chest in the hallway. It’s always the same: you can’t trust anything in this house, especially not the wardrobes or the walls. The cupboards a bit more, but not really.

I heard a thud and realised the old girl was banging on the door with her forehead. She must have been coming to, so it was best to wake her before she got near the attic window. This wouldn’t be the first time she fell or jumped, and either could leave her crippled or dumb. I went back and opened the door. This time I shook her harder until she fully snapped out of it and said Oh, hello dear, I didn’t hear you come in. I told her I’d got back half an hour ago but she’d been gone all that time. When the saints take you they take you, she said, and I watched her walk through the open door and down the stairs. The steps creaked as if they were about to give way, though the old woman must be less than eight stone. The body you see is actually all skin, empty peel with no flesh inside. When I followed her down, the steps didn’t make a sound. They can’t be trusted either.

The old woman was bustling about in the kitchen, doing twenty things at once. It was almost two o’clock but I wasn’t hungry. Back then I was never hungry, I’d just mope around like a sick dog off my food. She put two bowls on the table and brought over the saucepan. There was no need to ask what was for lunch because the menu’s always the same in this house. I’m used to it because I’ve never known any different, but people find it weird which is why I mention it. The old woman’s cooking basically involves bringing a saucepan of water to the boil and throwing in whatever’s around, normally vegetables from the garden or stuff she finds in the woods, sometimes a handful of chickpeas or beans bought from the trucks that come through the village. The pan bubbles away for hours, then gets boiled up again each day as the old woman goes on adding whatever she likes, and as we eat our way through it she tops up the water and chucks in whatever’s to hand and only when the slop’s about to go rancid does she wash out the pan and start again. My mother hated this meal, but that doesn’t matter because, like I said, my mother left ages ago. I don’t love it either but I keep my mouth shut. I’m not about to cook anything else.

I dropped a few bits of bread into the stew as usual and let them go soggy. The old woman took out a bottle of wine and filled three glasses: one for me, one for her and another for the saint. She’s not herself, she said, and put the glass beside the little statue of Santa Gema she keeps on an altar by the sink. Then she sat down next to me at the table and asked if there’d been many people on the bus. Only me and the butcher, I told her, and she wanted to know if the butcher had said anything to me with that vile, slobbery tongue of his, a tongue so poisonous he’d drop dead if he bit it. But he hadn’t said a word ’cos people round here aren’t just vile, they’re cowards, and they won’t say anything to your face unless they’re in a group of four or five.

My grandma got up and poured some more wine into the saint’s glass, till it was nearly overflowing. Then she crossed herself. Let’s see if Gema will give that bastard bad dreams tonight, she said, but I knew it wouldn’t happen because the saint can’t deal with every lowlife in this village. Which is why we have to do it ourselves. When we finished eating, I cleared the table and put the dishes in the sink. My grandma went off to the living room and lay down on the bench to pray the rosary. One Hail Mary for the dead, another for the saints and one more for the Virgin of the Mount, who protects the village from high up in the hills.

I went out into the front garden and sat down on the stone bench. The village is always empty at that time, not that the neighbours ever come to our door unless it’s to ask the old lady for a favour. When they’re forced to walk past the house on the way to one of the olive groves or fields, they speed up as if suddenly remembering they’ve left the gas on. Though some still find time to spit on the gate. Their gob sticks there and leaves white stains when the sun dries it out. One night someone came and poured bleach on our vine. The leaves all dropped off, but the branches went on clinging to the front of the house. My grandma refused to pull it up. Let them see it, she said, hanging a Santa Águeda prayer card from one branch. The saint’s halo and the platter where she carried her severed breasts, amputated in martyrdom, were both coloured in gold. A magpie snatched the prayer card and flew off with it. We left more shiny things out for the magpie, but it didn’t come back for them. It was only interested in the saint. Which made perfect sense to me.

I heard a voice calling me and went back inside. The atmosphere had thickened; the house was holding its breath. I went into the living room, but the old girl was asleep on the bench, mouth open, rosary beads in her hand. The voice called again, this time coming from above. I raced up the stairs and reached the bedroom just in time to see the wardrobe door slam shut. I wasn’t falling for that one. I pushed a chair up against it and slid the bolt for good measure. Then I turned to leave, but as I reached the hallway I heard a knocking sound. Gentle at first, and then more forceful. The voice was calling from inside, louder and louder. Then came the scratching and the rattling and the wardrobe door was giving way, the wood splintering with every blow. From inside I could hear something like a child crying; I recognised it right away because I’d heard it hundreds of times before. I walked towards it, at which point the chair went flying and the wardrobe door burst open. The whole house huddled around the room, expectant.

Best to keep it shut, dear, said the old woman from behind me. Her voice made me jump. I hadn’t heard her come up the stairs or into the room. The voices in the wardrobe always have that effect, sort of stunning you and stopping you thinking about anything else, as if you’re deaf or thick or both. The old woman went over to the wardrobe, took out the key she always carries, moved the chair out of the way and turned the key in the lock. The house drew its walls and ceilings around us, pinning us down, either protecting us or smothering us or maybe both, because in here you can’t tell the difference.

We heard a car engine stop on the dirt track outside the front gate. I went to the window and opened the net curtain. A flash of light dazzled me for a moment, the sun glancing off a camera lens that was pointed straight at the house. Someone must have tipped them off that I was back. After it all happened, the village was crawling with journalists and the neighbours couldn’t wait to tell them the gossip in case it got them on TV. Which it did, of course. The more they ran their mouths off and the more they invented, the more times they appeared. Interviewed live on breakfast shows, they said I’d barely ever turned up to school, that I never spoke to anyone, that they’d never known me to have boyfriends but I used to stare at the girls. Oh, it’s hardly my place, but she does sort of eye up my granddaughter … and, well, what do I know, but no one around here’s ever seen her with a man. That’s what those hypocrites would say, the hatred catching in their teeth next to the bits of old food. Like I told you before, it’s nothing but fakes and brown-nosers in this village. All queueing up to snitch to the boss the police the journalists about anything at all and never mind what just as long as it gets them a pat on the head.

They came out with all sorts of crap about the old woman as well, saying she talked to herself, slept in the wooden chest and washed stark naked outside under the vine. The interviews kept getting longer and they kept finding more to say. Everyone wanted their five minutes of fame and the more lies they told the more chances they got. The thirst for attention rose in their throats and coated their tongues and all that came out of their mouths was bile and more bile, and it made little difference if it’d been brewing for years or had only just bubbled up. They claimed to have seen the old girl





















VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Spain with the title Carcoma by Editorial Amor de Madre, Malaga in 2021
First published in Great Britain with the title Woodworm by Harvill Secker in 2024

Copyright © Layla Martínez, 2021
Translation copyright © Sophie Hughes and Annie McDermott, 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover illustration © Pablo Camacho

ISBN: 978-1-529-92152-6

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
/

LAYLA
MARTINEZ






EPUB/images/title_page_logo.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Acknowledgements



		THE LEOPARD



		Copyright













		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		127



		129



		130



		131



		132













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











