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About the Book

Friendship, betrayal and the dawn of Flamenco . . .

1748, Seville: Caridad, a former Cuban slave, wanders the streets of the city. She has just arrived by boat, and she is lost and frightened in the new country she finds herself in. When she meets Milagros Carmona, a young, rebellious gypsy, the two women instantly become friends. Milagros, like the rest of her people, is standing up to the vicious persecution of gypsies. When Milagros introduces Caridad to her exotic life on the edge of society, her life is changed for ever.

From the bustle of eighteenth-century Seville to the theatres of Madrid, The Barefoot Queen is a rip-roaring tale of friendship, betrayal and identity. Drawing us into the world of tobacco smuggling, music, dance and gypsies, it tells the magnificent story of the birth of Flamenco.
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ILDEFONSO FALCONES

THE BAREFOOT QUEEN


To the memory of my parents


Being flamenco is:
… it’s another way of seeing the world …

Tomás Borrás, ‘Elegy for the Cantaor’


MAGNIFICENT GODDESS


1

Port of Cádiz, 7 January 1748

JUST AS SHE was about to set foot on the dock at Cádiz, Caridad hesitated. She was right at the end of the gangway jutting out of the tender that had taken them ashore from the naval ship named The Queen. It had travelled from the Indies laden with riches as escort to six registered merchant ships transporting valuable goods. Caridad looked up at the winter sun that illuminated the bustling, teeming port: one of the merchant ships that had sailed with them from Havana was being unloaded. The sun slipped through the gaps in her worn straw hat, dazzling her. She was startled by the commotion and shrank back, frightened, as if the shouts were being directed at her.

‘Don’t stop there, darkie!’ spat the sailor next in line, overtaking her without a second thought.

Caridad stumbled and almost fell into the water. Another man tried to pass her on the gangway, but she jumped clumsily to the dock, then moved aside and stopped again, while part of the crew continued arriving in port amid laughter, jokes and brazen bets as to which woman would be the one to make them forget the long ocean voyage.

‘Enjoy your freedom, Negress!’ shouted another man as he passed by her, taking the liberty of a quiet slap on her buttocks.

Some of his mates laughed. Caridad didn’t even move, her gaze fixed on the long dirty ponytail that danced on the sailor’s back, brushing his tattered shirt to the rhythm of his wobbly stride as he headed towards the Sea Gate.

Free? she managed to ask herself. What freedom? She looked past the dock, the walls, where the Sea Gate opened on to the city: a large part of the more than five hundred men who made up The Queen’s crew were crowding together in front of the entrance, where an army of officials – commanders, corporals, inspectors – searched them for contraband and questioned them about the ships’ course, to find out if any boat had separated from the convoy and its route in order to smuggle in contraband and evade the royal tax office. The men waited impatiently for them to finish the routine procedures; those furthest from the officials, sheltered by the throng, shouted, demanding to be let through, but the inspectors didn’t yield. The Queen, majestically docked in the Trocadero channel, had transported in its holds more than two million pesos and almost that many wrought-silver marks, plus more treasures from the Indies, along with Caridad and Don José, her master.

Damn his soul! Caridad had cared for Don José on the voyage. ‘The scourge of the sea,’ they’d said he had. ‘He’s going to die,’ they also assured her. And his time did come, after a slow agony that ate away at his body, day after day, amid dreadful swelling, fevers and bleeding. For a month master and slave remained locked up in the stern, in a small foul cabin with a single hammock. Don José had paid good money to the captain to have it built with thick planks, taking space from the officers’ wardroom. ‘Eleggua, force his soul to wander lost, never finding rest,’ had been Caridad’s plea. She could sense, in that cramped space, the powerful presence of the Supreme Being, the God who rules over men’s fates. And it was as if her master had heard her, for he begged for compassion with his bilious eyes and extended his hand in search of the warmth of life he knew was slipping away from him. Alone with him in the cabin, Caridad had refused him that comfort. Hadn’t she also outstretched her hand when they separated her from her little Marcelo? And what had the master done then? Order the overseer of the tobacco plantation to hold her down and shout to the Negro slave to take away her little boy.

‘And shut him up!’ he added on the esplanade in front of the big house, where the slaves had gathered to find out who would be their new master and what fate had in store for them from that point on. ‘I can’t stand …’

Don José suddenly grew silent. The slaves’ shock was clear on their faces. Blindly, Caridad had managed to hit the overseer and get free; she seemed to be about to run towards her son, but quickly realized how foolish she was being and stopped herself. For a few moments all that was heard were Marcelo’s shrill, desperate shrieks.

‘Do you want me to whip her, Don José?’ asked the overseer as he grabbed Caridad again by one arm.

‘No,’ he decided after thinking it over. ‘I don’t want to bring her with me to Spain ruined.’

He let her go and shot a severe look towards that big Negro – Cecilio was his name – who then dragged the boy towards the shack. Caridad fell to her knees, her cries joining the boy’s. That was the last time she saw her son. They didn’t let her say goodbye to him, they didn’t allow her to even …

‘Caridad! What are you doing just standing there, woman?’

Hearing her name brought her back to reality and amid the din she recognized the voice of Don Damián, the old chaplain of The Queen, who had also just disembarked. She immediately dropped her bundle, uncovered her head and lowered her gaze, fixing it on the worn straw hat she started to crush in her hands.

‘You can’t stay here on the dock,’ continued the priest as he approached and took her by the arm. The contact lasted only an instant; the flustered priest quickly removed his hand. ‘Let’s go,’ he urged somewhat nervously. ‘Come with me.’

They walked over to the Sea Gate: Don Damián laden with a small trunk, Caridad with her little bundle and her hat in her hands, not taking her eyes off the chaplain’s sandals.

‘Make way for a man of God,’ demanded the priest to the sailors crammed in front of the gate.

Gradually the crowd moved aside to grant him passage. Caridad followed behind him, dragging her bare feet, black as ebony, her eyes still downcast. The long, greyish shirt of thick coarse burlap that she wore as a dress couldn’t hide the fact that she was a strong, shapely woman. She was as tall as some of the sailors, who looked up to take in her thick black curls, while others gazed at her large, firm breasts and voluptuous hips. The chaplain kept walking and merely lifted a hand when he heard whistles, impertinent comments and even the occasional bold invitation.

‘I am Father Damián García.’ The priest introduced himself, holding out his papers to one of the commanders once he’d got through the seamen. ‘Chaplain of the warship Queen, of Your Majesty’s Armada.’

The commander looked through the documents. ‘Father, will you allow me to inspect your trunk?’

‘Personal effects …’ answered the priest as he opened it. ‘The goods are duly registered in my paperwork.’

The commander nodded as he rummaged around in the trunk. ‘Any mishaps on the journey?’ asked the officer without looking at him, weighing up a small roll of tobacco in his hand. ‘Any encounters with enemy ships or ships outside the fleet?’

‘None. Everything went as planned.’

The commander nodded. ‘This your slave?’ he enquired, pointing to Caridad after finishing the inspection. ‘She’s not listed in the documents.’

‘Her? No. She’s a free woman.’

‘She doesn’t look like one,’ declared the commander, planting himself in front of Caridad, who clung even tighter to her little bundle and her straw hat. ‘Look at me, Negress!’ muttered the officer. ‘What are you hiding?’

Some of the other officers, who were inspecting the seamen, stopped their work and turned towards the commander and the woman who remained before him with her eyes downcast. The sailors who had let them through came over.

‘Nothing. She’s not hiding anything,’ answered Don Damián.

‘Silence, Father. People who avoid a commander’s eyes are always hiding something.’

‘What could this poor wretch be hiding?’ insisted the priest. ‘Caridad, show him your papers.’

The woman rifled through her bundle in search of the documents the ship’s notary had given her, while Don Damián continued talking.

‘She embarked in Havana with her master, Don José Hidalgo, who planned to return to his native land before he died but passed away on the voyage, God rest his soul.’

Caridad handed her wrinkled documents to the commander.

‘Before he died,’ continued Don Damián, ‘as is customary on His Majesty’s vessels, Don José made a will and ordered that his slave Caridad be freed. There you have the manumission document.’

Caridad Hidalgo – the notary had written, taking the dead master’s last name – also known as Cachita; Negro slave the colour of ebony, in good health and of strong constitution, with curly black hair and some twenty-five years of age.

‘What have you got in that bag?’ asked the commander after reading the documents confirming Caridad’s freedom.

She opened up the bundle and showed it to him. An old blanket and a felt jacket … everything she owned. Master had given her the jacket last winter and the blanket two winters back. Hidden among them were several cigars she’d been rationing on the journey after stealing them from Don José. What if they find them? she thought, terrified. The commander made a motion to inspect the bundle, but when he saw the old fabric his expression soured.

‘Look at me, Negress,’ he demanded.

Everyone witnessing the scene saw the trembling that ran through Caridad’s body. She had never looked directly at a white man when addressed.

‘She’s afraid,’ intervened Don Damián.

‘I said look at me.’

‘Do it,’ pleaded the chaplain.

Caridad lifted her round face with its thick fleshy lips, flattened nose and small brown eyes that tried to look past the commander, towards the city.

The man furrowed his brow and searched, in vain, for her elusive gaze.

‘Next!’ he said, suddenly giving in, breaking the tension and triggering an avalanche of sailors.

Don Damián, with Caridad close on his heels, entered the city through the Sea Gate flanked by two battlemented towers. The Queen, the third-rate ship of the line with more than seventy guns they’d sailed in on from Havana, stayed behind in the Trocadero alongside the six merchant ships it had escorted, their holds stuffed with products from the Indies: sugar, tobacco, cacao, ginger, sarsaparilla, indigo, cochineal, silk, pearls, tortoiseshell … silver. The journey was a success and Cádiz had received them with ringing bells. Spain was at war with England; the treasure fleets, which up until a few years earlier crossed the ocean guarded by ships from the Royal Armada, had ceased operating, so the trade was done with register-ships, private merchant vessels that acquired a royal permit for the voyage. That was why the arrival of the merchandise and the treasure, so needed by the Spanish tax office, had sparked a festive atmosphere in every corner of the city.

When they reached Juego de Pelota Street, having passed the church of Our Lady of Pópulo and the Sea Gate, Don Damián stepped out of the floods of sailors, soldiers and merchants, and stopped, turning towards Caridad after he’d put his trunk down on the ground. ‘May God be with you and keep you safe, Caridad,’ he blessed her.

She didn’t respond. She had pulled her straw hat down to her ears and the chaplain couldn’t see her eyes, but he imagined them focused on the trunk, or on his sandals, or …

‘I have things to do, you understand?’ he said in an attempt to excuse himself. ‘Go and look for some work. This is a very rich city.’

As he spoke, Don Damián extended his right hand, brushing Caridad’s forearm; then it was he who lowered his gaze for a second. When he looked up he found Caridad’s small brown eyes fixed on him, just as on the nights during the crossing, when after her master’s death he had taken responsibility for the slave and hidden her from the crew by order of the captain. His stomach churned. ‘I didn’t touch her,’ he repeated to himself for the millionth time. He had never laid a finger on her, but Caridad had looked at him with expressionless eyes and he … He hadn’t been able to stop himself masturbating beneath his clothes at the sight of such a splendid female.

Shortly after Don José’s passing, the funeral rite was carried out: they said three prayers for the dead and his corpse was thrown overboard in a sack with two earthenware jugs filled with water tied to the feet. Then the captain ordered that the makeshift cabin be taken down and that the notary inventory the deceased man’s assets. Don José was the only passenger on the flagship, Caridad the only woman aboard.

‘Reverend,’ said the captain to the priest after giving the notary his instructions, ‘I am placing you in charge of keeping the Negro woman away from the crew.’

‘But I …’ Don Damián tried to object.

‘It’s not hers, but you can feed her with the food Mr Hidalgo brought on board,’ declared the officer, ignoring his protest.

Don Damián kept Caridad locked up in his tiny cabin, where there was only room for the hammock he hung from one side to the other, which he took down and rolled up during the day. The woman slept on the floor, at his feet, beneath the hammock. The first few nights, the chaplain took refuge in reading the holy books, but gradually his gaze began to follow the oil lamp’s beams that, as if of their own volition, seemed to stray from the pages of his heavy tomes to illuminate the woman who lay curled up so close to him.

He fought against the fantasies that waylaid him when he caught a glimpse of Caridad’s legs that had slipped out from under the blanket that covered her, or of her breasts, rising and falling to the rhythm of her breathing, or of her buttocks. And yet, almost involuntarily, he started to touch himself. Perhaps it was the creaking from the timbers the hammock hung on, perhaps it was the tension gathered in such a small space, but Caridad opened her eyes and all the light from the oil lamp settled inside them. Don Damián felt himself growing red and he remained still for a moment, but his desire multiplied with Caridad’s gaze upon him, the same expressionless gaze with which she now listened to him.

‘Heed my words, Caridad,’ he insisted. ‘Look for work.’

Don Damián grabbed the trunk, turned his back and resumed his path.

Why do I feel guilty? he wondered as he stopped to switch the trunk to his other hand. He could have forced her, he’d said to himself whenever he was tormented by guilt. She was only a slave. Maybe … maybe he wouldn’t have even had to resort to violence. Weren’t all Negro slaves dissolute women? Don José, her master, had admitted in confession that he’d slept with all of his.

‘Caridad bore my child,’ he revealed, ‘maybe two – but no, I don’t think so; the second one, that clumsy stupid boy, was as dark as her.’

‘Do you regret it?’ the priest asked him.

‘Having children with the Negro women?’ the tobacco farmer replied angrily. ‘Father, I sold the little half-breeds at a nearby sugar mill owned by priests. They never worried about my sinning soul when they bought them from me.’

Don Damián headed towards the Santa Cruz Cathedral, on the other side of the narrow spit of land on which the walled city was perched, closing off the bay. Before turning on to a side street, he looked back and caught a glimpse of Caridad as the crowd passed: she had moved to one side until her back was up against a wall where she stood immobile, disconnected from the world.

She’ll find a way, he thought, forcing himself to continue and turn the corner. Cádiz was a rich city where traders and merchants from all over Europe met and money flowed in abundance. She was a free woman and now she had to learn to live in liberty and work. He walked a long way and when he reached a point where he could clearly make out the construction for the new cathedral near the old one, he stopped. What kind of a job could that poor wretch find? She didn’t know how to do anything, except labour on a tobacco plantation; that was where she’d lived since she was ten years old, after English slave traders had bought her for five paltry yards of fabric from the kingdom of the Yoruba in the Gulf of Guinea, in order to resell her in the bustling Cuban market. That was how Don José Hidalgo himself had explained it to the chaplain when Don Damián asked why he’d chosen her to accompany him on the voyage.

‘She is strong and desirable,’ added the tobacco farmer, winking at him. ‘And it seems she’s no longer fertile, which is always an advantage once you’re off the plantation. After giving birth to that idiot boy …’

Don José had also told him that he was a widower and had an educated son who’d taken his degree in Madrid, where Don José was headed to live out his last days. In Cuba he’d owned a profitable tobacco plantation in the lowlands near Havana that he worked himself, along with some twenty-odd slaves. Loneliness, old age and the pressure from the sugar growers who wanted to acquire land for their flourishing industry had led him to sell his property and return to his homeland, but the scourge attacked him twenty days into the journey and fed viciously on his weak, elderly state. He had fever, dropsy, mottled skin and bleeding gums, and the doctor declared him a lost cause.

Then, as was mandatory on royal ships, The Queen’s captain ordered the notary to go to Don José’s cabin to bear witness to his last wishes.

‘I grant my slave Caridad freedom,’ whispered the sick man after ordering a few bequests for the Church and arranging for the entirety of his assets to be given to the son he would now never see again.

The woman didn’t even curve her thick lips in a glint of satisfaction at learning she was free, recalled the priest, who had now stopped in the street.

She didn’t say a word! Don Damián remembered his efforts to hear Caridad amid the hundreds of voices praying at the Sunday masses on deck, or her timid whispers at night, before sleeping, when he forced her to pray. What could that woman work as? The chaplain knew that almost every freed slave ended up working for their former owners for a miserable wage that barely allowed them to cover their necessities, which as slaves they’d been guaranteed. Or they ended up forced to beg for alms in the streets, competing with thousands of mendicants. And those had been born in Spain: they knew the land and its people; some were clever and quick. How could Caridad find her way in a big city like Cádiz?

He sighed and ran his hand several times over his chin and the little hair he had left. Then he turned around, snorted as he lifted the trunk again and prepared to retrace his steps. What now? he wondered. He could … he could arrange a job for her in the tobacco factory, she did know about that. ‘She’s very good with the leaves; she treats them right – affectionately and sweetly – and she knows how to choose the best ones and roll good cigars,’ Don José had told him, but that would mean asking for favours and making it known that he … He couldn’t risk Caridad talking about what had happened on the boat. Close to two hundred cigar makers worked in those factory rows, constantly whispering and finding fault with others as they rolled the small Cádiz cigars.

He found Caridad still up against the wall, unmoving, defenceless. A group of unruly youngsters were making fun of her and the people coming and going did nothing to stop them. Don Damián approached just as one of the boys was about to throw a rock at her. ‘Halt!’ he shouted.

Another boy stopped his arm; the young woman removed her hat and lowered her eyes.

Caridad distanced herself from the group of seven passengers who had embarked on the ship about to head upstream along the Guadalquivir River to Seville. Weary, she tried to settle in among a pile of luggage on board. The boat was a sleek single-masted tartan that had arrived in Cádiz with a shipload of valuable oil from the fertile Sevillian lowlands.

From the Bay of Cádiz they coasted to Sanlúcar de Barrameda, to the mouth of the Guadalquivir. They waited off the coast of Chipiona, along with other tartans and the local charangueros that plied between ports, for the high tide and favourable winds they needed to cross the dangerous Sanlúcar sandbar, those fearsome shoals that had turned the area into a boat graveyard. The captains would only brave crossing that treacherous bar when every one of several specific conditions came together. Then they would sail upriver, taking advantage of the tide’s momentum, which could be felt up to the outskirts of Seville.

‘Ships have sometimes had to wait up to a hundred days to cross the bar,’ said a sailor to one elegantly dressed passenger, who immediately shifted his worried gaze towards Sanlúcar and its spectacular marshlands, obviously desperate not to suffer the same fate.

Caridad, seated among some bags against the gunwale, let herself sway with the tartan’s rocking. The sea, though calm, seemed somehow tense, just as the ship’s passengers did, and that same atmosphere prevailed in the other delayed boats. It wasn’t only the wait; it was also the fear of an attack from the British or from pirates. The sun began to set, tinting the water an ominous metallic tone, and the uneasy conversations of the crew and passengers dropped to whispers. The winter revealed its harshness as the sun hid and the dampness seeped into Caridad’s bones, making her feel even colder. She was hungry and tired. She wore her jacket, as grey and faded as her dress and both of rough cloth, in sharp contrast to the other passengers who wore what seemed to her lavish clothes, in bright colours. She realized her teeth were chattering and she had goose-flesh, so she searched in her bundle for the blanket. Her fingers brushed a cigar and she touched it delicately, recalling its aroma, its effects. She needed it, anxious to dull her senses, forget her tiredness, her hunger … and even her freedom.

She wrapped herself up in the blanket. Free? Don Damián had put her on that boat, the first he’d found about to depart the Cádiz port.

‘Go to Seville,’ he said after negotiating a price with the captain and paying him out of his own pocket. ‘To Triana. Once you’re there, look for the Minims’ convent and tell them I sent you.’

Caridad wished she’d had the courage to ask him what Triana was or how she would find that convent, but he practically pushed her aboard. He was nervous, looking from side to side, as if afraid someone would see them together.

She smelled the cigar and its fragrance transported her to Cuba. All she knew was where her shack was, and the plantation, and the sugar mill she went to every Sunday with the other slaves to hear mass and then sing and dance until they wore themselves out. From the shack to the plantation and from the plantation to the shack, day in day out, month in month out, year in year out. How was she going to find the convent? She curled up against the gunwale and pressed her back up to the wood, searching for contact with a reality that had vanished. Who were those strangers? And Marcelo? What had happened to him? And what about her friend María, the mulatta she sang choruses with? And the others? What was she doing in a strange boat at night, in a far-off land, on her way to a city she wasn’t even sure existed? Triana? She had never dared to ask the whites anything. She always knew what she had to do! She didn’t need to ask.

Her eyes grew damp as she remembered Marcelo. She felt around in her bundle for the flint, steel and tinder to start a flame. Would they let her smoke? On the tobacco farm she could; it was common there. She had cried over Marcelo during the voyage. She had even … She had even been tempted to throw herself into the sea, to put an end to her constant suffering. ‘Get away from there, darkie! Do you want to fall into the water?’ warned one of the sailors. And she obeyed, moving away from the gunwale.

Would she have had the courage to throw herself in if that sailor hadn’t shown up? She didn’t want to replay the scene in her head again; instead she watched the men on the tartan: they seemed nervous. The tide was high but the winds weren’t favourable. Some of them smoked. She skilfully struck the steel against the flint and the tinder soon lit up. Where would she find the trees whose bark and fungus she used to make the tinder? As she lit the cigar and inhaled deeply she realized she didn’t know where to get tobacco either. The first draw calmed her mind. The next two relaxed her muscles and made her slightly dizzy.

‘Negress, share your smoke with me?’

A cabin boy had crouched down in front of her; his face was dirty but lively and pleasant. For a few seconds, as he waited for an answer, Caridad took in his smile. All she could see were his white teeth, just like Marcelo’s when she wrapped her arms around him. She’d had another son, a mulatto born of the master, but Don José sold him as soon as the boy could do without the care of the two old women who looked after the slaves’ little ones while they worked. They all went down that same path: the master didn’t want to support Negro children. Marcelo, her second son, conceived with a black man from the sugar mill, had been different: a difficult birth; a child with problems. ‘No one will buy him,’ declared the master when he began to show signs of clumsiness and defects. He agreed to let him stay on at the plantation, as if he were a simple dog, or a hen or one of the pigs they raised behind the shack. ‘He won’t live long,’ everyone predicted. But Caridad didn’t let that happen, and many were the beatings and whippings she got when they discovered she’d been feeding him. ‘We provide you with food so you can work, not so you can raise an imbecile,’ the overseer said time and again.

‘Negress, would you share your smoke with me?’ insisted the cabin boy.

Why not? thought Caridad. He had the same smile as Marcelo. She offered him the cigar.

‘Wow! Where did you get this? It’s amazing!’ exclaimed the boy after trying it and coughing. ‘Is it from Cuba?’

‘Yes,’ said Caridad as she took the cigar back and brought it to her lips.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Caridad,’ she answered amid a puff of smoke.

‘I like your hat.’ The boy moved edgily on his legs. He was waiting for another puff, which finally came.

‘It’s blowing!’ The captain’s shout broke the stillness. From the other ships similar cries were heard. The southern wind was blowing, perfect for crossing the sandbar. The cabin boy returned the cigar and ran to join the other sailors.

‘Thank you, morena,’ he said hastily. Many in this new country called her that, since her dark skin was the first thing they noticed about her.

Unlike the other passengers, Caridad didn’t witness the difficult nautical manoeuvre that required three changes of course in the narrow canal. All along the mouth of the Guadalquivir, both on land and on the barges moored on its banks, fires were lit to guide the boats. She didn’t share the others’ nerve-racking worry about the crossing: if the wind died down and they were left halfway through, it was likely they would run aground. She remained sitting against the gunwale, smoking, enjoying a pleasant tickle in her muscles and letting the tobacco cloud her senses. As the tartan entered the formidable Canal de los Ingleses, with the tower of San Jacinto illuminating their course on the port side, Caridad began to sing softly under her breath to the rhythm of her memories of the Sunday parties, when after celebrating mass in the neighbouring sugar factory, which had a priest, the slaves from the various estates gathered in the barracks of the plantation they’d come to with their masters. There the white men let them sing and dance, as if they were children who needed to let off steam and forget their rough working conditions. But in every song and every dance step, when they heard the batá drums speak – the large iyá drum, mother of them all, the slightly smaller itótele and the littlest olónkolo – the Negroes worshipped their gods, disguised in the Christian virgins and saints, and they remembered their African roots with longing.

She continued singing softly, isolated from the captain’s urgent orders and the crew’s busy dashing about, and she sang just as she had sung to put Marcelo to sleep. She believed she was touching his hair again, hearing him breathe, smelling his scent … She blew a kiss. The boy had survived. He still got yelled at and slapped by the master and the overseer but he had won the affection of the other slaves on the plantation. He was always smiling! And he was sweet and affectionate with everyone. Marcelo didn’t know slaves from masters. He lived free, and occasionally looked into the slaves’ eyes as if he understood their pain and encouraged them to free themselves from their chains. Some smiled back at Marcelo sadly, others cried in the face of his innocence.

Caridad pulled hard on the cigar. He would be well taken care of, she had no doubt about that. María, who always sang in chorus with her, would look after him. And Cecilio too, even though he had been forced to separate the boy from her … All those slaves that had been sold along with the land would take care of him. And her son would be happy, she could feel it. But her master … May your soul wander for all eternity without rest, Don José, yearned Caridad.
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SEVILLE’S TRIANA DISTRICT was on the other side of the Guadalquivir River, outside the city walls. It was connected to the city by an old Muslim bridge built over ten barges anchored to the riverbed and joined by two thick iron chains and various mooring lines stretched from one shore to the other. That outlying district, which had been dubbed the ‘garrison of Seville’ for the defensive function it had always performed, reached its pinnacle when Seville monopolized trade with the Indies; the difficulties navigating the river led to the House of Trade being moved to Cádiz, which meant a considerable decline in population and the abandoning of numerous buildings. Its ten thousand inhabitants were concentrated on a limited stretch of land on the river’s right shore, and bounded on the other side by La Cava, the old trench that, in times of war, comprised the city’s first line of defence and flooded with waters from the Guadalquivir to turn the outlying district into an island. Beyond La Cava one could make out sporadic monasteries, chapels, homes and the extensive fertile lowlands of Triana.

One of those convents, on Cava Nueva, was that of Our Lady of Health, with Minim nuns, a humble congregation devoted to contemplation, silent prayer and frugal living. Behind the Minims, towards San Jacinto Street, on a small dead-end alley named after San Miguel, were thirteen tightly packed clusters of apartments around a central courtyard into which nearly twenty-five families were crammed. Twenty-one of those were gypsy families, made up of grandparents, children, aunts, cousins, nieces, grandchildren and the odd great-grandchild; those twenty-one were devoted to ironwork. There were other forges in the Triana district, most run by gypsies, the same hands that in India and in the mountains of Armenia, centuries before emigrating to Europe, had turned that trade into an art. However, San Miguel was the nerve centre of smiths and tinkers in Triana. On to the alley opened the old apartments clustered around a courtyard that were built during Triana’s period of splendour in the sixteenth century: some were no more than simple blind alleys of rows of squalid little houses; others were buildings, sometimes elaborate, of two or three storeys arranged around a central courtyard, whose upper levels opened on to it through high corridors and wooden or wrought-iron railings. All of them, almost without exception, offered humble dwellings of one or at most two rooms, in one of which there was a small niche to cook with coal, when it wasn’t in the courtyard or passageway itself as a service available to all the neighbours. The washbasins and the latrines, if there were any, were located in the courtyard, for everyone.

Most of these clusters of apartments in Seville were occupied during the day only by women and the children who played in the courtyards, but the smiths in Triana spent their workdays there since their forges were installed on the ground floor. The constant ringing of the hammers on the anvils coming from each of the forges merged in the street into a strange metallic clatter; the coal smoke from the forges, which often emerged from the courtyards or the very doorways of those modest workshops without chimneys, was visible from every part of Triana. Along the length of the alley, surrounded by the smoke and noise, men, women and children came and went, played, laughed, chatted, shouted and argued. In spite of the tumult, many of them were silent and stopped in the doors of those workshops with their emotions running high. Sometimes you could make out a father holding his son back by the shoulders, an old man with his eyes squinting or several women repressing a dance step as they heard the sounds of the martinete: a sad song accompanied only by the monotonous pounding of the hammer whose rhythm it matched; a rhythm and song all their own, which had followed them throughout time and everywhere. Then, with the quejíos of the blacksmiths, the hammering became a marvellous symphony that made your hair stand on end.

That 2 February 1748, the feast of the Purification of Our Lady, the gypsies weren’t working at their forges. Few of them would attend the church of San Jacinto or the church of the Virgin of Candelaria to ask for blessings on the candles they used to light their homes, but despite that they didn’t want any problems with their pious Triana neighbours and even less so with the priests, monks and inquisitors; that was a compulsory day of rest.

‘Keep the girl away from the randy payos,’ warned a gravelly voice.

The words – spoken in Caló, the language of the Spanish and Portuguese gypsies – echoed through the courtyard that opened on to the alley. Mother and daughter stopped in their tracks. Neither of them showed surprise, even though they didn’t know where the voice came from. Their eyes ran over the courtyard until Milagros made out in one dark corner the silvery glints coming off the buttons on her grandfather’s short, sky-blue jacket. He was standing upright and still, with his brow furrowed and his eyes lost in the distance, as he often did; he had spoken while still chewing on a small, unlit cigar. The girl, splendid at fourteen, smiled at him and spun around gracefully; her long blue skirt with petticoats and her green scarves fluttered in the air amid the tinkling of several necklaces that hung from her neck.

‘Everyone in Triana knows that I’m your granddaughter.’ She laughed. Her white teeth stood out against her dark skin, the same shade as her mother’s, the same shade as her grandfather’s. ‘Who would dare?’

‘Lust is blind and daring, girl. There are many who would risk their lives to have you. I would only be able to avenge you and there isn’t enough blood in the world to mend that pain. Always remind her of that,’ he added, addressing her mother.

‘Yes, Father,’ she replied.

Both women waited for a word of farewell, a gesture, a sign, but the gypsy, hieratic in his corner, was silent and still. Finally Ana took her daughter by the arm and left the house. It was a cold morning. The sky was overcast and threatened rain, which didn’t seem to be an obstacle for the people of Triana who were heading to San Jacinto to celebrate the blessing of their candles. There were also many Sevillians who wanted to join the ceremony and, carrying their altar candles, they went over the bridge or crossed the Guadalquivir aboard one of the more than twenty boats that took people from one shore to the other. The crowd promised a profitable day, thought Ana before recalling her father’s fears. She turned her head towards Milagros and saw her walking with her head held high, arrogant, attentive to everything and everyone. As a pure-bred gypsy should, she then acknowledged, unable to suppress her pleased expression. They couldn’t help but notice her girl! Her thick chestnut hair fell down her back and blended into the long fringes of the scarf she wore over her shoulders. Here and there, her hair was adorned with a colourful ribbon or a pearl; large silver hoops hung from her ears, and necklaces of beads and silver lay over her young breasts, captive in the boldly plunging neckline of her white shirt. A blue skirt clung to her delicate waist and almost reached the floor, where her bare feet could sometimes be seen. A man looked at her out of the corner of his eye. Milagros realized instantly, with feline instinct, and turned her face towards him; the girl’s chiselled features softened and her bushy eyebrows seemed to arch in a smile. The day begins, her mother said to herself.

‘Shall I tell you your fortune, strapping lad?’

The strong man attempted to continue along his way, but Milagros smiled openly and approached him, getting so close that her breasts almost brushed against him.

‘I see a woman who desires you,’ added the gypsy girl, staring into his eyes.

Ana reached her daughter in time to hear her last words. A woman … What more could a man like him desire, big and healthy but obviously alone, who carried a small candle? The man hesitated for a few seconds before noticing the other gypsy woman who had come over to him: older, but just as attractive and proud as the girl.

‘Don’t you want to know more?’ Milagros regained the man’s attention as she looked deeper into his eyes, where she had already seen his interest. She tried to take his hand. ‘You also desire that woman, don’t you?’

The gypsy girl could tell that her prey was starting to give in. Mother and daughter, in silence, coincided in their conclusion: easy prey. A timid, spineless character – the man had tried to hide his eyes – in a large, bulky body. Surely there was some woman, there always was. They only had to encourage him, insist that he overcome the embarrassment that was holding him back.

Milagros was brilliant and convincing: she ran her finger over the lines on the man’s palm as if she were really reading that gullible man’s future. Her mother watched her, proud and amused. They got a couple of copper coins for her advice. Then Ana tried to sell him a contraband cigar.

‘Half the price they sell them for in the Seville tobacco shops,’ she offered. ‘If you don’t want cigars, I have snuff, too, of the highest quality, clean, no dirt in it.’ She tried to convince him, opening the mantilla she wore to show him the merchandise she had hidden, but the man just sketched a simple-minded smile, as if in his mind he were already courting the woman he had yet to dare speak a word to.

All day long, mother and daughter moved through the crowd that travelled from Altozano, near the Inquisition Castle and the church of San Jacinto, which was still under construction on top of the old chapel of the Candelaria, reading fortunes and selling tobacco, always on the lookout for constables and the gypsy women, many of them from their own family, who stole from the unsuspecting. She and her daughter didn’t need to run such risks, and they didn’t want to find themselves mixed up in one of the many altercations that came about when those pickpockets were caught: the tobacco gave them enough of a profit.

Which was why they tried to move away from the throng when Fray Joaquín, of the Order of Preachers, began his open-air sermon in front of what in time would be the imposing entrance of the church. At that moment, the pious Sevillians crowded on the stretch of ground weren’t interested in their fortunes or tobacco; many of them had come to Triana to listen to another of the controversial sermons given by that young Dominican, born of an era in which clear thinking was struggling to forge a path through the darkness of ignorance. From his improvised pulpit outside of the temple, he went beyond the ideas of Fray Benito Jerónimo Feijoo; Fray Joaquín spoke loudly in Spanish and without throwing in Latin phrases, sharply criticizing the atavistic prejudices of the Spaniards and inciting people with his defence of the virtue of work, even as a mechanic or an artisan, against the misunderstood concept of honour that drove Spaniards to laziness and idleness; he aroused women’s pride by opposing conventual education and supporting their new role in society and in the family; he affirmed their right to an education and their legitimate aspiration to intellectual development for the good of a civilized kingdom. Women were no longer servants to men, nor could they be considered imperfect males. They weren’t evil by nature! Marriage must be founded on equality and respect. In our century, maintained Fray Joaquín, quoting great thinkers, the soul no longer had a sex: it wasn’t male or female. People crowded together to hear him and it was then, Ana and Milagros knew, when the gypsy women took advantage of people’s fascination to steal their bags.

They got as close as they could to the place from which Fray Joaquín addressed the multitude. He was accompanied by the twenty-odd Dominican friars who lived in the San Jacinto monastery. Many of them looked up every once in a while towards the leaden sky that, luckily, resisted unleashing its water; the rain would have ruined the celebration.

‘I am the light of the world!’ shouted Fray Joaquín so he could be heard. ‘That was what Our Lord Jesus Christ announced. He is our light! A light present in all these candles you have brought and that should illuminate …’

Milagros wasn’t listening to the sermon. She stared at the friar, who soon noticed the mother and daughter near him. The gypsy women’s brightly coloured dresses stood out in the crowd. Fray Joaquín hesitated; for a moment his words lost their fluency and his gestures no longer held the faithful’s attention. Milagros noticed how he struggled, in vain, not to look at her; in fact at times he couldn’t help letting his eyes linger on her just a bit too long. On one of those occasions, the girl winked at him and Fray Joaquín stammered; on another, Milagros stuck out her tongue at him.

‘Child!’ her mother scolded, after elbowing her hard. Ana gave the friar priest an apologetic glance.

The sermon, as the crowd had been hoping, went on for a long time. Fray Joaquín, once Milagros had stopped hounding him, managed to make an impression once again. When he finished, the faithful lit their candles in the bonfire that the friars had built. The people dispersed and the two women went back to their schemes.

‘What were you trying to do?’ her mother asked.

‘I like him …’ answered Milagros, gesturing flirtatiously. ‘I like that he stammers, makes mistakes, blushes.’

‘Why? He’s a priest.’

The girl seemed to be thinking. ‘I don’t know,’ she responded with a shrug, and then smiled.

‘Fray Joaquín respects your grandfather and because of that he will respect you, but don’t play around with men … even if they are religious,’ her mother warned.

As was to be expected, the day was fruitful and Ana sold all the contraband tobacco she carried hidden in her clothes. The Sevillians began to cross the bridge or take the boats back to the city. They could still have read a few more palms, but as the crowd thinned it was clear how many gypsies – some drawn and ancient crones, others young women, many boys and girls half-dressed in rags – were doing the same thing. Ana and Milagros recognized the women from the San Miguel alley, relatives of the blacksmiths, but also many of those who lived in the squalid shanties beside the Carthusians’ gardens in Triana’s fertile lowland and who stubbornly harassed people for alms, blocking their path and grabbing at their clothes while crying out loudly to a God they didn’t believe in and invoking a string of martyrs and saints whose names they had memorized.

‘I think that’s enough for today, Milagros,’ announced her mother after moving out of the way of a couple fleeing a group of beggars.

A snotty kid with a dirty face and black eyes who was following the Sevillians crashed into her while still invoking the virtues of Saint Rufina.

‘Here,’ Ana said to him as she gave him a copper cuarto.

They set off on their return trip as the mother of the little gypsy boy demanded he hand over the coin. The alley was feverish. It had been a good day for everyone; religious holidays softened people up. Groups of men chatted at the doors to their homes drinking wine, smoking and playing cards. A woman approached her husband to show him her earnings and an argument started when he tried to take them from her. Milagros said goodbye to her mother and joined a group of girls. Ana had to settle up the tobacco earnings with her father. She searched for him amid the men. She didn’t find him.

‘Father?’ she shouted once inside the courtyard of the house where they lived.

‘He’s not here.’

Ana turned and saw José, her husband, in the doorframe.

‘Where is he?’

José shrugged and opened one of his hands; in the other he carried a jug of wine. His eyes sparkled. ‘He disappeared just after you two did. He must have gone over to the settlement of La Cartuja to see his relatives, like always.’

Ana shook her head. Was he really with them? Sometimes she had gone there to look for him and not found him. Would he return that night or not for a few days, as he’d done so many other times? And in what state?

She sighed.

‘He always comes back,’ muttered José sarcastically.

His wife straightened up, hardened her expression and frowned. ‘Don’t start in on him,’ she muttered threateningly. ‘I keep warning you.’

The man just made a face and turned his back on her.

He usually came back, it was true; José was right; but what was he doing when he disappeared thus on the occasions when he wasn’t at the La Cartuja settlement? He never said, and when she insisted, he took refuge in that impenetrable world of his. He was so different now from the father she had known as a child! Ana remembered him proud, fiery, indestructible, a figure she could always depend on. Later, when she was about ten years old, he was stopped by the ‘tobacco patrol’, the authorities that policed contraband. He was only carrying a few pounds of tobacco leaf and it was the first time he was caught; it should have been treated as a minor offence, but Melchor Vega was a gypsy and they had arrested him outside of the areas designated for those of his race; he dressed like a gypsy, in clothes as expensive as they were flashy, all laden with silver or metal beads; he carried a cane, his knife, wore earrings and, to top it all off, some witnesses swore they had heard him speaking Caló, the gypsy dialect. All of that was illegal, even more than cheating the royal tax office. Ten years in the galleys. That was the sentence they gave the gypsy.

Ana felt her stomach shrink inside as she recalled the agony she went through with her mother during the trial and, above all, during the almost four years between when the first sentence was handed down until they actually carried her father off to the Port of Santa María to board him on to one of the royal galley ships. Her mother had kept up her efforts on his behalf every single day, every single hour, every single minute. That had cost her her life. Ana’s eyes grew damp, as they always did when she relived those moments. She saw her mother again, asking for mercy, humiliated, begging judges, officials and prison inspectors for a pardon. They begged for the intervention of dozens of priests and friars, who had refused to even give them the time of day. They pawned everything they had … they stole, swindled and cheated to pay notaries and lawyers. They stopped eating so they could bring a crust of bread to the jail where her father was waiting, like so many others, for his trial to end and his fate to be decided. There were those who, during that terrible wait, cut off a hand, or even an arm, to avoid going to the galleys and facing the fate of most of the galley slaves permanently fettered to the ships’ benches: a painful, miserably slow death.

But Melchor Vega endured the torture. Ana dried her eyes with her shirt sleeve. Yes, he had survived. And one day, when nobody was expecting him any longer, he reappeared in Triana, wasted away, dressed in rags, broken, destroyed, dragging his feet but with his pride intact. He never again was that father who used to tousle her hair when she came to him after some childish altercation. That was what he always used to do: tousle her hair and then look at her tenderly, reminding her in silence who she was: a Vega, a gypsy! It was the only thing that seemed to matter to him in the world. Melchor had tried to foster that same pride in his race with his granddaughter Milagros. Shortly after his return, when the girl was still very young, Melchor anxiously waited for Ana to conceive a boy. ‘When’s the boy coming?’ he would ask again and again. José, her husband, also asked her insistently: ‘Are you with child yet?’ It seemed that the entire San Miguel alley wanted a boy. José’s mother, her aunts, her female cousins … even the Vega women at the settlement of La Cartuja! They all pestered her about it, but it wasn’t to be.

Ana turned her head towards where José had disappeared after their brief exchange about Melchor. Unlike her father, her husband hadn’t been able to recover from what for him had been a failure, a humiliation, and the scant affection and respect there had been in that marriage arranged by the Carmona and Vega families gradually disappeared until it was replaced by a latent rancour that revealed itself in the harsh way they treated each other. Melchor invested all his affection in Milagros, as did José, once he had resigned himself to not having a son. Ana became a witness to the rivalry between the two men, always taking her father’s side, whom she loved and respected more than her husband.

Night had fallen; what was Melchor doing?

The strumming of a guitar brought her back to reality. Behind her, in the alley, she heard people bustling about, dragging chairs and benches.

‘Party!’ shouted a boy’s voice.

Another guitar joined in, trying out a few first notes. Soon the hollow tapping of a pair of castanets was heard, and another pair, and another, and even some old metal ones, getting ready, without order or harmony, just trying to wake up those fingers that would later accompany the dancing and singing. More guitars. A woman cleared her throat; hers was the cracked voice of an old woman. A tambourine. Ana thought about her father and how much he enjoyed the dancing. He always comes back, she tried to convince herself. Wasn’t that true? He was a Vega, after all!

When she went out into the alley, the gypsies were arranged in a circle around a fire.

‘Come on, let’s go!’ encouraged an old man sitting on a chair in front of the bonfire.

All the instruments were silent. A single guitar, in the hands of a young man with an almost black face and a dark ponytail, started in on the first beats of a fandango.

She was accompanied by the cabin boy with whom she’d shared her tobacco. They docked on a quay in Triana, past the shrimp boats’ port, to unload some goods destined for that part of town.

‘You get off here, darkie,’ ordered the captain of the tartan.

The boy smiled at Caridad. They had smoked together a couple more times over the voyage. Under the tobacco’s influence, Caridad had even answered the boy’s questions, mostly in timid monosyllables. He had heard many of the rumours swirling around the port about that distant land. Cuba. Was it really as wealthy as he’d been told? Were there a lot of sugar factories? And slaves, were there as many as they said?

‘Some day I will travel on one of those big ships,’ he claimed, letting his imagination run rampant. ‘And I’ll be the captain! I will cross the ocean and see Cuba for myself.’

Once the tartan was docked, Caridad, just as in Cádiz, stopped and hesitated before the very narrow strip of land between the riverbank and the first line of buildings in Triana, some of them so close that their foundations were exposed by the movement of the Guadalquivir’s waters. One of the porters shouted at her to move out of the way so he could unload a large sack. The shout attracted the captain’s attention, who shook his head from the gunwale. His gaze briefly met the cabin boy’s, who was also watching Caridad; they both knew where she was headed.

‘You have five minutes,’ he conceded to the boy.

The boy thanked him with a smile, jumped on to land and tugged at Caridad. ‘Run. Follow me,’ he pressed. He knew that the captain would leave him on land if he didn’t hurry.

They passed the first line of buildings and reached the church of Santa Ana; they continued two blocks further from the river, the cabin boy nervous, pulling Caridad along, dodging the people who looked at them curiously, until they were in front of La Cava.

‘These are the Minims,’ indicated the boy, pointing to a building across from La Cava.

Caridad followed the boy’s finger: a low, whitewashed building with a modest church; then she directed her gaze to the old defensive moat that stood in her way, sunken, filled with refuse at many points, precariously level in others.

‘There are some places where you can cross,’ added the boy, imagining what was going through Caridad’s head. ‘There’s one in San Jacinto but it’s a bit far away. People cross wherever they can, see?’ He pointed to some people who were going up or down the sides of the trench. ‘I have to get back to the boat,’ he warned Caridad when she didn’t react. ‘Good luck, Negress.’

Caridad didn’t say anything.

‘Good luck,’ he repeated before heading off as fast as his legs could carry him.

Once she was alone, Caridad looked at the convent, the place Don Damián had told her to go to. She crossed the trench along a small open path among the rubbish. There were no dumps on the plantation, but there were some in Havana; she’d had the chance to see them when her master had taken her to the city to deliver the tobacco leaves to the warehouse in the port. How could white people throw away so many things? She reached the convent and pushed on one of the doors. Locked. She knocked and waited. Nothing happened. She knocked again, timidly, as if she didn’t want to be a bother.

‘Not like that,’ said a woman passing by, who, almost without stopping, pulled on a chain that made a small bell ring.

Soon a latticed peephole opened in one of the doors.

‘May the peace of Our Lord be with you,’ she heard the caretaker say; from the voice, she was an elderly woman. ‘What brings you to our house?’

Caridad removed her straw hat. Although she couldn’t see the nun, she lowered her gaze. ‘Don Damián told me to come here,’ she whispered.

‘I don’t understand you.’

Caridad had spoken rapidly and incoherently, the way newly arrived blacks in Cuba do when addressing white men. ‘Don Damián …’ she struggled, ‘he told me to come here.’

‘Who is Don Damián?’ enquired the nun after a few moments of silence.

‘Don Damián … the priest on the boat, on The Queen.’

‘The queen? What did you say about the queen?’ exclaimed the nun.

‘The Queen, the boat from Cuba.’

‘Ah! A boat, not Her Majesty. Well … I don’t know. Don Damián, you said? Wait a moment.’

When the peephole opened again, the voice that emerged was authoritative and firm. ‘Good woman, what did that priest say you should do here?’

‘He only told me to come.’

The nun didn’t speak for a few seconds. Her voice was then sweet. ‘We are a poor community. We devote ourselves to prayer, abstinence, contemplation and penitence, not charity. What could you do here?’

Caridad didn’t answer.

‘Where do you come from?’

‘Cuba.’

‘Are you a slave? Where are your masters?’

‘I am … I’m free. I also know how to pray.’ Don Damián had urged her to say that.

Caridad couldn’t see the nun’s resigned smile. ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘You have to go to the Brotherhood of Nuestra Señora de los Ángeles, do you understand?’

Caridad remained in silence. Why did Don Damián have me come here, she wondered.

‘The Brotherhood of the Negritos,’ explained the nun, ‘yours. They will help you … or give you advice. Take note: walk to the church of Nuestra Señora de los Ángeles, near Cruz del Campo. Continue northward along La Cava, towards San Jacinto. There you can cross La Cava, turn to the right and follow Santo Domingo Street until you reach the pontoon bridge, cross it and then …’

Caridad left the Minims trying to retain the itinerary in her head. ‘Los Ángeles.’ They had told her she had to go there. ‘Los Ángeles.’ They would help her. ‘In Cruz del Campo,’ she recited in a soft voice.

Absorbed in her thoughts, she went on her way unaware of how people stared: a voluptuous woman with black skin, dressed in greyish rags and carrying a small bundle, who murmured to herself incessantly. In Altozano, awed by the monumental castle of San Jorge by the bridge, she bumped into a woman. She tried to apologize but the words didn’t come out; the woman insulted her and Caridad fixed her gaze on Seville, on the other bank. Dozens of carts and pack animals crossed the bridge in one direction or the other; the wood creaked on the pontoons.

‘Where do you think you’re going, darkie?’

She was startled by the man who blocked her way.

‘To the Los Ángeles church,’ she answered.

‘Congratulations,’ he said sarcastically. ‘That’s where the Negroes are. But to get to your kind, you’ll have to pay me first.’

Caridad surprised herself by looking straight into the toll keeper’s eyes. Alarmed, she corrected her attitude, removed her hat and lowered her gaze.

‘I … I don’t have money,’ she stammered.

‘Then you don’t get any Negritos. Get out of here. I’ve got a lot of work.’ He made a gesture of heading over to a muleteer who was waiting behind Caridad, but seeing that she was still standing there, he turned towards her again. ‘Get out or I’ll call the constables!’

After getting off the bridge she was aware that eyes were on her. She didn’t have the money to cross over to Seville. What could she do? The man on the bridge hadn’t told her how she could get money. In her twenty-five years, Caridad had never earned a single coin. The most she’d ever had, besides the food, clothing and sleeping quarters, was the ‘smoke’, the tobacco that her master had given her for personal consumption. How could she earn money? She didn’t know anything besides tending tobacco …

She moved away from the other people, retreating towards the river and sitting on its bank. She was free, sure, but that freedom was of little use to her if she couldn’t even cross a bridge. She had always been told what to do, from sunrise to sunset, day after day, year after year. What was she going to do now?

There were many folk from Triana who observed the black woman sitting on the bank, stock-still, with her gaze on the horizon … looking at the river, at Seville, or perhaps lost in her memories or meditating on the uncertain future opening out before her. Some of them passed again an hour later, others after two or even three and four, and the black woman was still there.

As night fell, Caridad realized she was hungry and thirsty. The last time she had had anything to eat or drink was with the cabin boy, who shared a hard, mouldy cake and some water with her. She decided to smoke to cover up her craving, as all the slaves on the tobacco plantation did when waylaid by weariness or hunger. Perhaps that was why the master was generous with the ‘smoke’: the more they smoked, the less food he had to give them. The tobacco replaced many assets and was even bartered for new slaves. The smell of the cigar attracted two men who were walking along the bank. They asked for a smoke. Caridad obeyed and handed them her cigar. They smoked. The men chatted between themselves, passing the cigar, both standing. Caridad, still seated, asked for it back by extending her arm.

‘You want something in your mouth, darkie?’ said one of the men, laughing.

The other let out a chuckle and pulled on Caridad’s hair to lift her head as the first man lowered his pants.

Caridad offered no resistance and fellated the man.

‘Looks like she likes it,’ the one who had her by the hair said nervously. ‘You like it, Negress?’ he asked as her pushed her head against his friend’s penis.

Then they both mounted her, one after the other, and left her lying there.

Caridad readjusted her dress. Where was the rest of her cigar? She had seen one of them toss it before grabbing her hair. Maybe it hadn’t landed in the water. She brushed through the grasses and rushes, feeling along the ground carefully in case the tip was still burning … And it was! She grabbed it and, with her belly flat against the ground, right at the water’s edge, she inhaled with all her strength. She sat down again and let her feet go into the water. It was cold, but in that moment she didn’t notice; she didn’t feel anything. Was she supposed to like it? That was what one of them had asked her. How many times had she been asked that same question? The master had asked when she was just fresh off the boat, recently plucked from her homeland. Then she hadn’t even understood what she was being asked by that man who groped her and slobbered before tearing her open. Later, after many more times, after her pregnancy, he replaced her with a new girl, and then it was the overseer and the other slaves who asked her that between their puffing and panting. One day she gave birth again … to Marcelo. The pain she felt that time, when her womb tore after hours of labour, told her that she would never have another child. ‘Do you like it?’ they would ask her on Sundays, at the dance, when some slave took her by the arm out of the hut, there where other couples were fornicating as well. Later they would go back to singing and dancing frenetically, in the hopes that one of their gods would mount them. Sometimes they would leave the quarters again for a repeat. No, she didn’t like it, but she didn’t feel anything anyway; they had gradually robbed her of her feelings, bit by bit, from the first night her master had taken her by force.

Less than an hour had passed before one of the men returned and interrupted her thoughts.

‘Do you want a job in my workshop?’ he asked her, illuminating her with an oil lamp. ‘I’m a potter.’

What is a potter? wondered Caridad, trying to make him out in the darkness. She only wanted … ‘Will you give me money to cross the bridge?’ she enquired.

The man saw the hesitation on her face. ‘Come with me,’ he ordered.

That she understood: an order, as when some Negro grabbed her by the arm and took her out behind the hut. She followed him towards Cava Vieja. At the height of the Inquisition Castle, without turning around, the potter questioned her.

‘Are you a runaway?’

‘I’m free.’

In the castle lights, Caridad could see the man nodding his head.

His was a small workshop, with a living space on the upper floor, on the street of the potters. They went in and the man pointed to a straw mattress in one corner of the workshop, beside the woodpile and the kiln. Caridad sat down on it.

‘You’ll start tomorrow. Sleep.’

The warmth of the kiln’s embers eased Caridad, frozen stiff from the Guadalquivir’s dampness, into slumber, and she slept.

Since the Muslim period, Triana had been known for its fired-clay production, especially for its glazed low-relief tiles; the masters sank a greased cord into the fresh clay and achieved magnificent drawings. However, some time ago that artisanal ceramic work had degenerated into repetitive, charmless pieces, which now had to compete with English flint stoneware and people’s changing tastes, which leaned towards Oriental porcelain. So the trade was in decline in Triana.

The next day, at dawn, Caridad began to work alongside the man from the night before, a young man who must have been his son and an apprentice who couldn’t take his eyes off her. She loaded wood, moved clay, swept a thousand times and took care of the ashes in the kiln. The days passed that way. The potter – Caridad never saw a woman emerge from the upstairs floor – visited her at nights.

‘I have to cross the bridge to get to the church of Los Ángeles, where the Negroes are,’ she wanted to say to him one night, when the man, after taking her, was preparing to leave. Instead she just stammered, ‘And my money?’

‘Money! You want money? You eat more than you work and you have a place to sleep,’ answered the potter. ‘What more could a Negress like you want? Or would you rather be on the street begging for alms like most free Negroes?’

In those days, slavery had almost completely disappeared from Seville; the economic and demographic crisis, the 1640 war with Portugal (which was the major supplier of slaves to the Sevillian market), the bubonic plague that the city had suffered a few years later (which showed no mercy to the black slaves), along with the constant manumissions ordered in the wills of pious Sevillians: all contributed to a significant decline in slavery. Seville was losing its slaves at the same rate it was losing its economic strength.

You eat more than you work, echoed in Caridad’s ears. She then recalled what Master José’s overseer on the plantation always used to say: ‘You don’t work as much as you eat,’ was his accusation before letting the whip fall on to their backs. Not much had changed in her life; what good had being freed done her?

One night, the potter didn’t come down the stairs. The next night he didn’t show up either. On the third night, when he did come down, he headed towards the door instead of towards her. He opened it and let in another man, then pointed him over to Caridad. The potter waited by the door while that man satisfied his desires, charged him and then bade him farewell.

From that night on, Caridad stopped working in the shop. The man locked her up in a miserable little room on the lower floor, with no ventilation, and he placed a straw mattress and a chamber pot beside some debris.

‘If you make trouble, if you scream or try to escape, I’ll kill you,’ the potter threatened the first time he brought her food. ‘Nobody will miss you.’

That’s true, lamented Caridad as she listened to the man turn the key in the door again: who was going to miss her? She sat on the straw mattress with the bowl of thin vegetable stew in her hands. She had never before had her life threatened: masters didn’t kill slaves; they were worth a lot of money. A slave was useful for its whole life. Once trained, as Caridad was as a girl, Negroes reached old age on the tobacco plantations, in the sugar mills or cane factories. The law prohibited selling a slave for more than it had been bought for, so no master, after having taught them a trade, would get rid of them; they’d lose money. One could mistreat them or force them to work to the point of exhaustion, but a good overseer knew his limits and usually stopped short of death. There were those slaves who took their own lives; sometimes at dawn, the light would gradually, unexpectedly, reveal the silhouette of an inert black body hanging from a tree … or perhaps several who had together decided to escape their lives once and for all. Then the master would get very angry, as he did when a mother killed a newborn to free it from a life of slavery or when a Negro injured himself to avoid work. The following Sunday, at mass, the priest from the sugar mill would shout that it was a sin, that they would go to hell, as if a hell worse than that existed. Die? Maybe, thought Caridad, maybe the time has come to escape this world where no one will miss me.

That same night it was two men who enjoyed her body. Then the potter closed the door again and Caridad was left in the most absolute darkness. She didn’t think about it. She sang softly through what was left of the night, and when the first rays of light made their way through the cracks in the planks of the miserable little room, she searched among the junk until she found an old rope. This could work, she concluded after pulling on it to test its strength. She tied it to her neck and climbed on to a rickety box. She threw the rope over a wooden beam above her head, pulled it taut and knotted the other end. There had been times when she’d envied those black figures hanging from the trees, interrupting the landscape of the Cuban tobacco plantation, freed from their suffering.

‘God is the greatest of all kings,’ she called out. ‘I only hope not to become a lost soul.’

She leapt off the box. The rope held her weight, but not the wooden beam, which cracked and fell on top of her. The noise was such that the potter soon appeared at Caridad’s cell. He put her in irons and, from that day on, Caridad stopped eating and drinking, begging for death even as the potter and his son force-fed her.

The visits from men off the street continued, usually one, sometimes more, until one night an old man who was clumsily trying to mount her got up and off her with shocking agility.

‘This Negress is burning up!’ he shouted. ‘She has a fever. Are you trying to give me some strange illness?’

The potter came over to Caridad and put his hand on her sweaty forehead. ‘Get out of here!’ he ordered, pressuring her with a foot in the ribs as he struggled to force open and recover the chains that held her captive. ‘Right now, this minute!’ he yelled once he had managed to free her. Without waiting for her to get up, he grabbed Caridad’s bundle and threw it out on to the street.

Was it possible that he had heard a song? It was just a murmur mixed in with the sounds of the night. Melchor pricked up his ears. There it was again!

‘Yemayá asesú …’

The gypsy remained still in the darkness, in the middle of the fertile lowlands of Triana, surrounded by garden plots and fruit trees. The murmur of the Guadalquivir’s waters reached his ears clearly, as did the whistle of the wind among the vegetation, but …

‘Asesú yemayá.’

It seemed like a dialogue: a whisper sung by the soloist who then responded like a chorus. He turned towards the voice; some of the beads that hung from his jacket jangled. It was almost completely dark, except for the torches from the Carthusian monastery, a bit further on.

‘Yemayá oloddo.’

Melchor left the path and entered an orange grove. He stepped on rocks and fallen leaves, he stumbled several times and even loudly cursed all the saints, and yet, despite his shouts echoing like thunder in the night, the sad soft singing continued. He stopped in a patch of trees. It was there, right there.

‘Oloddo yemayá. Oloddo …’

Melchor squinted his eyes. One of the persistent clouds that had covered Seville during the day allowed a faint glimmer of the moon to come through. Then he could make out a greyish form on the ground, before him, just a few paces away. He approached and knelt until he could make out a woman as black as the night dressed in grey clothes. She was sitting with her back against an orange tree, as if seeking refuge in it. Her gaze was vague, unaware of his presence, and she continued singing softly, in a monotone, repeating the same refrain over and over again. Melchor noticed that, despite the cold, her forehead was beaded with sweat. She was shivering.

He sat down beside her. He didn’t understand what she was saying, but that weary voice, that timbre, the monotony, the resignation that impregnated her voice revealed immense pain. Melchor closed his eyes, hugged his knees and let himself be transported by the song.

‘Water.’

Caridad’s request broke the silence of the night. Her singing could no longer be heard; it had died out like an ember. Melchor opened his eyes. The song’s sadness and melancholy had managed to take him back to the galley benches. Water. How many times had he asked for the same thing? He thought he could feel the muscles of his legs, arms and back tensing, just as when the galley master increased the pace of the rowing to chase some Saracen ship. His torturous whistle goaded their senses as his whip tore off the skin on their bare backs to get them to row harder and harder. The punishment could last hours. Finally, with all the muscles in their body about to burst and their mouths bone-dry, from the rows of benches there arose a single plea: Water!

‘I know what it is to be thirsty,’ he murmured to himself.

‘Water,’ begged Caridad again.

‘Come with me.’ Melchor got up with difficulty, numb from an hour sitting beneath the orange tree.

The gypsy stretched and tried to orient himself to find the road to La Cartuja – the Carthusian monastery. He had been heading towards its gardens, where many of the Triana gypsies lived, when the soft singing had attracted his attention.

‘Are you coming or not?’ he asked Caridad.

She tried to get up, grabbing on to the orange tree’s trunk. She had a fever. She was hungry and cold. But, more than anything, she was thirsty, very thirsty. Would he give her water if she went with him, or would he trick her like so many others had over the course of her days in Triana? She walked behind him. Her head was spinning. Almost everyone she’d met had taken advantage of her.

A series of lights coming from a cluster of shacks on the road lit up the gypsy’s sky-blue silk jacket. Caridad struggled to keep up with him. Melchor didn’t pay her special attention. He walked slowly but erect and proud, leaning just for show on the two-pointed staff that marked him as the patriarch of a family; sometimes he could be heard speaking into the night. As they approached the settlement, the beads on Melchor’s clothes and the silver edging on his socks shone. Caridad took the shimmering gleam as a good omen: that man hadn’t laid a hand on her. He would give her water.
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THAT NIGHT, THE partying in the San Miguel alley went on for a long time. Each of the smithing families insisted on demonstrating their talents at dancing, singing and playing the guitar, castanets and tambourines, as if it were a competition. The García family was there, along with the Camacho family, the Flores family, the Carmonas, the Vargases and many more of the twenty-one surnames that inhabited that alleyway. All the traditional gypsy songs were heard – romances, zarabandas, chaconas, jácaras, fandangos, seguidillas and zarambeques – and they danced in the glow of a bonfire fed by the women as the hours passed. Around the fire, sitting in the first row, were the gypsies that made up the council of elders, headed by Rafael García, a man of some sixty years, gaunt, serious and curt, whom they called El Conde.

The wine and tobacco flowed. The women contributed food from their homes: bread, cheese, sardines and shrimp, chicken and hare, hazelnuts, acorns, quince jam and fruit. These parties were for sharing; when they sang and danced they forgot about the bickering and the atavistic enmity, and the elders were there to guarantee that. The smithing gypsies of Triana were not rich. They were still those same people who had been persecuted in Spain since the time of the Catholic Kings: they weren’t allowed to wear their brightly coloured clothes or speak in their dialect, walk the roads, tell fortunes or deal in horses and mules. They were banned from singing and dancing, they weren’t even permitted to live in Triana or work as metalsmiths. On several occasions the non-gypsy guilds of smiths had tried to keep them from working in their simple forges, and the royal proclamations and orders had insisted on it, but it was all in vain: the gypsy smiths guaranteed the supply of the thousands of horseshoes essential for the animals that worked the fields of the kingdom of Seville, so they continued smithing and selling their products to the same non-gypsy smiths who wanted to stop them but were unable to meet the enormous demand.

While the half-naked kids tried to emulate their parents at the end of the alley, Ana and Milagros started up a lively zarabanda along with two relatives from José’s family, the Carmonas. Mother and daughter, one beside the other, smiling when their eyes met, twisted their hips and played with the sensuousness of their bodies to the sounds of the guitar and voice. José, like so many others, watched, clapped and shouted words of encouragement. With each dance movement, as if casting out a net, the women incited the men, following them with their eyes, suggesting an impossible romance. They moved closer and backed away again, they spun around them to the shameless rhythm of their hips, flaunting their breasts, the mother’s, lush and the daughter’s, pert. They both danced erect, lifting their arms above their heads or twirling them around their sides; the scarves that Milagros wore tied around her wrists took on a life of their own in the air. Some women, in a ring, accompanied the guitars with their castanets and tambourines; many men clapped and crowed at the two women’s voluptuousness; more than one failed to contain a lustful glance when Ana grabbed the edge of her skirt with her right hand and continued dancing while revealing her bare calves and feet.

‘Look up at the heavens, gypsies, God wants to come down and dance with my daughter!’ shouted José Carmona.

The shouts of encouragement kept coming.

‘Olé!’

‘That’s the way!’

‘Olé, olé and olé!’

Milagros, spurred on by her father’s compliment, imitated Ana, lifting her skirt, and they both circled their dance partners again and again, wrapping them in a halo of passions as the music reached its peak. The gypsies burst into cheers and applause as the zarabanda ended. Mother and daughter immediately dropped their skirts and smoothed them with their hands. They smiled. A guitar began to play, tuning up, preparing for a new dance, a new song. Ana stroked her daughter’s face and, when she drew near to kiss her cheek, the strumming stopped. Rafael García, El Conde, kept his hand slightly lifted over the guitar. A murmur travelled through the gypsies and even the children approached. Reyes ‘La Trianera’, El Conde’s wife, a fat woman close to sixty years old, with a coppery face scored with a thousand wrinkles, had got one of the other elders out of his chair with a simple, emphatic chin gesture and she had sat down in it.

In the firelight, only Ana was able to make out the look that La Trianera gave her. It lasted a second, perhaps less. The gaze of a gypsy woman: cold and hard, able to penetrate your soul. Ana straightened up, about to face the challenge, but her eyes met El Conde’s: Listen and learn! his face told her.

La Trianera sang a capella, without music, without anyone shouting, clapping or goading her on. She sang a debla: a song to the gypsy gods. Her hoarse old voice, weak, out of tune, nevertheless touched those who heard it deep inside. She sang with her hands trembling and partially open in front of her breasts, as if she were gathering strength through them, and she sang of the many sorrows of the gypsies: the injustices, jail, heartbreak … in verses without metre that only found their meaning in the rhythm that La Trianera’s voice wanted to give them, always ending with praise in the gypsy tongue. Deblica barea, magnificent goddess.

The debla seemed endless. La Trianera could have made it go on as long as her imagination or memory allowed, but she finally let her hands drop on her knees and lifted her head, which she had kept tilted to one side as she sang. The gypsies, Ana among them, her throat hoarse, broke out in applause again; many with their eyes flooded with tears. Milagros applauded too, looking at her mother out of the corner of her eye.

In that moment, when she offered her applause and saw her daughter do the same, Ana was glad Melchor wasn’t there. Her hands hit each other slackly for one last time and she took advantage of the clamour to slip through the crowd. She rushed as she felt El Conde’s and La Trianera’s eyes on her back; she imagined them smiling smugly, them and theirs. She pushed aside the gypsies who were still celebrating the singing and, once outside of the circle, she headed to the entryway of her house, and leaned against one of the doorposts.

The Garcías! Rafael García! Her father spat when he heard that name. Her mother … her mother had passed away two years after Melchor was fettered to the bench of a galley, and she did so swearing vengeance from the world beyond.

‘It was him!’ muttered her mother again and again as they begged for alms on the streets of Málaga, in front of the jail where Melchor was waiting to be led to the Port of Santa María to board the galleys. ‘Rafael denounced him to the sergeant of the tobacco patrol. Wretch. He violated gypsy law. Son of a bitch! Swine! Mangy dog …!’

And when little Ana saw that people were moving away from them, she would elbow her so she wouldn’t scare off the parishioners with her yelling.

‘Why did he denounce him?’ the girl asked one day.

Her mother squinted her eyes and twisted her mouth scornfully before answering.

‘The fighting between the Vegas and the Garcías goes way back. Nobody knows exactly why. There are those who say it was over a donkey, others say it was over a woman. Some money? Perhaps. No one knows any longer, but the two families have always hated each other.’

‘Just over—?’

‘Don’t interrupt me, girl.’ Her mother smacked her on the back of the neck, hard. ‘Listen well to what I am going to say to you, because you are a Vega and you will have to live as one. We gypsies have always been free. Every king and prince of every place in the world has tried to make us submit and they have never been able to do it. They never will; our race is better than all of them, smarter. We don’t need much. We take what we need: what the Creator put in this world isn’t anyone’s property, the fruits of the earth belong to all men and, if we don’t like some place, we just move to another. Nothing and no one ties us down. We don’t care about the risks; what do laws and decrees mean to us? That is what we Vegas, and everyone who considers themselves gypsy by blood, have always defended. And that is how we have always lived.’ Her mother had paused before continuing. ‘Shortly before they arrested your father, the head of the council of elders died. The Garcías pressured the others to choose one from their family and your father opposed it. He accused them of not living like gypsies, of working in the forge like payos, in accord with them, doing business with them, marrying in the church and baptizing their children. Of renouncing freedom.

‘One day Rafael showed up at the settlement; he was looking for your father.’ Ana thought she remembered that day. Her mother and aunts had ordered her to move aside, like the other little ones, and she had obeyed … but she sneaked back to the place where Rafael had planted himself, threatening, surrounded by members of the Vega family. ‘He came armed with a knife and looking for a fight, but your father wasn’t there. Someone told him that he’d gone to Portugal for tobacco. The smile that crossed that bastard’s face then was proof enough.’

In the San Miguel alley, as the elders got up from their chairs, the men and women began to leave, some to their homes, others scattered through the inner courtyards of the clusters of apartments, in groups, chatting and drinking. The guitars, castanets and tambourines were still heard, but now in younger hands; girls and boys took over and made the party their own.

Ana’s eyes swept over the alley: Milagros was dancing happily with other girls her age. She was so pretty! Her grandfather had said the same thing the first time they showed her to him. Less than a day passed between Melchor Vega’s return from the galleys – barely a few hours, during which Melchor learned of his wife’s death and met his four-year-old granddaughter whom he didn’t dare touch, fearing his filthy and cracked hands could hurt her – and his taking up of a large knife and heading, still weak and dishevelled, in search of the man who had informed on him. His daughter had wanted to hold him back, but she didn’t dare.

Rafael came out to meet him, armed as well and accompanied by his family. They didn’t exchange a single word; they knew what was at stake and why. The men goaded each other, their arms and knives extended, the weapons mere extensions of their bodies. Rafael did it with strength and agility, keeping his hand firm. Melchor’s trembled slightly. They spun around each other as their family members remained silent. Few focused their attention on Melchor’s trembling knife; most watched his face, his bearing, the anxiousness and decisiveness his entire body displayed. He wanted to kill! He was going to kill! His weakened state didn’t matter, or his wounds, his shabby clothes, his filth or his shaking. Melchor would kill Rafael: that much was clear.

That certainty was what led Antonio García, Rafael’s uncle and then head of the council, to come between the contenders before either of them launched the first stab. Ana, with Milagros in her arms, held tight against her chest, sighed in relief. After Antonio García’s gesture, the elders intervened; the men of the Vega family were warned to deal with the matter before it came to blood. The council, despite opposition from the Vegas and the representatives of two other families who lived in the settlement on the Carthusians’ grounds, ruled that there was no proof that Rafael had informed on Melchor, so if he killed Rafael, they would come out in defence of the Garcías and start a war against the Vegas. In addition, they decided that if Melchor killed Rafael, any gypsy could take vengeance and kill another member of the Vega family; in that case gypsy law wouldn’t punish him, the council would stay out of it.

As night fell, Uncle Basilio Vega headed over to Melchor and his family. Milagros was sleeping in her mother’s arms.

‘Melchor,’ he said after telling him of the council’s decisions. ‘You know that we will all support you whatever you decide. No one can make us back down!’

And he handed him the girl, who woke up when placed into her grandfather’s arms. Milagros remained still, as if aware of the significance of that moment. Smile at him! begged Ana in silence, her hands crossed, stiff, but the girl didn’t do it. A few seconds passed before Basilio and Ana saw Melchor purse his lips and stroke the girl’s hair with a firm hand. They knew then what his decision was: to submit to the council for the good of the family.

That girl who had thwarted a bloodbath was now dancing and singing in the San Miguel alley. From the door to her house, Ana enjoyed watching her daughter; she found her lovely, proud, decisive, ardent as she danced flirtatiously with a young man … Suddenly the woman shook her head violently and moved out of the doorway, confused. The young man was watching her daughter’s dance steps unenthusiastically, indifferent to her effort, cold, almost mocking. Didn’t Milagros realize? That young man … Ana squinted her eyes to focus her vision. He was older than her daughter, dark, attractive, strong, tough. And Milagros danced unaware of her partner’s disdain; she was smiling, her eyes twinkled, radiating sensuality. Then, positioned behind the chairs that surrounded the embers of a bonfire, she saw La Trianera, who was clapping with a mocking expression of victory at the girl – a Vega, Melchor’s granddaughter – displaying her obvious desire, in public, for one of her grandsons: Pedro García.

‘Milagros!’ screamed Ana, running towards her.

She grabbed her daughter by the shoulder and shook her until she stopped dancing. La Trianera’s mocking expression became a smile. When Milagros seemed about to respond, her mother silenced any complaint with a couple more shakes. The guitarists had almost stopped strumming when La Trianera urged them to continue. Some men approached. Young Pedro García, emboldened by his grandmother’s attitude, wanted to humiliate the Vega women even further and he continued dancing around Milagros as if her mother’s intervention was nothing more than a trivial setback. Ana saw him coming, let go of her daughter and, just as the gypsy approached, extended her arm and smacked him with the back of her hand. Pedro García stumbled. Milagros opened her mouth but no words came out. The guitars were silent. La Trianera got up. Other gypsy women from various families came over quickly.

Before they got into a fight, the men got between them.

‘Bitch!’

‘Hussy!’

‘Wretch!’

‘Slut!’

They insulted each other as they struggled to get away from the men, pushing them away to get to the other women, Ana more than anyone. More men came over, José Carmona among them, and they managed to contain the situation. José shook his wife the way she had their daughter; then, with the help of two relatives, he managed to drag her to the other side of the alley.

‘Strumpet!’ Ana kept shouting as they pulled her off, wrenching her head round to direct her words at La Trianera.

The gypsy settlement by the grounds of the Carthusian monastery was just a bunch of squalid huts built with clay and pieces of timber – some no more than simple lean-tos made of reeds and fabric – that had gradually extended from the first ones built up against the wall surrounding the monks’ land, between the monastery and Triana. Melchor was well received. Many greeted him in the street as he passed; others peeked from the doors of those windowless shacks. The meagre glow of candles illuminating the inside of the houses and a few fires that were lit along the street fought against the shadows.

‘Melchor, I have a donkey the tobacco patrol could never catch you on. Interested?’ exclaimed an old gypsy seated on a chair at the door to a hut, while he pointed to one of the many pack animals tied or staked along the street.

Melchor didn’t even look at the animal. ‘For that I’d have to carry him on my shoulders,’ he answered, dismissively swatting the air.

They both laughed.

Caridad was walking behind Melchor, her bare feet sinking into the mire. For a moment she thought she wouldn’t have the strength to continue through the mud; she was tormented by fever, her throat smarted and her chest burned. Had that man asked anyone for her water yet? She had heard him talk but she couldn’t understand a word of the exchange about the donkey. The gypsies were speaking in their tongue.

‘Melchor!’ shouted a woman who was nursing a baby, both breasts bared. ‘There’s a black, black Negress following you. Christ, is she black! I hope my milk doesn’t sour.’

‘She’s thirsty,’ was all the gypsy answered.

A couple of huts further on, warned of his arrival, a group of men were waiting for him.

‘Brother,’ Melchor greeted a younger man as they grabbed each other by the forearm.

An almost naked little boy had run over to grab his two-pointed staff, which he was already flaunting to the other kids.

‘Melchor!’ the gypsy returned his greeting, squeezing his forearms.

Caridad, feeling herself about to faint, watched how the man she had followed greeted the gypsy men and women and tousled the hair of the children that came over to him. What about her water? A woman noticed her.

‘And that Negress?’ she enquired.

‘She wants to drink.’

At that moment Caridad’s knees gave in and she collapsed. The gypsies turned and looked at her, kneeling in the mud.

Old María, the woman who had asked about Caridad, snorted.

‘It looks like she needs something more than a drink, Nephew.’

‘Well, she only asked me for water.’

Caridad tried to keep her vision focused on the group of gypsies; her sight had clouded over; she couldn’t understand what they were saying.

‘I can’t lift her,’ said Old María. ‘Girls!’ she shouted towards the youngest ones. ‘Give me a hand picking up this Negress and getting her inside!’

As soon as the women surrounded Caridad, the men washed their hands of the problem.

‘A bit of wine, Uncle?’ a young man offered Melchor.

Melchor put an arm over the gypsy’s shoulders and hugged him. ‘The last time I drank your wine …’ he commented as they headed to the next hut. ‘The salt and vinegar they used to treat our wounds in the galleys went down easier than that brew!’

‘Well, the donkeys like it just fine.’

They entered the hut amid peals of laughter. They had to bend down to get through the doorway. It was a single room that was used for everything: the bedroom for the young man’s family, kitchen and dining room; there were no windows and just a simple hole in the roof for a chimney. Melchor sat down at a chipped table. The older men sat in other seats or benches and the rest stood; more than a dozen gypsies filled the space.

‘Are you calling me a donkey?’ Melchor picked up the thread of the conversation when his nephew passed a few cups around the table. The invitation was only for the older men.

‘You, Uncle, are a winged steed at the very least. The other day, in the Alcalá market,’ continued the gypsy as he poured the wine, ‘I managed to sell that grey donkey you saw last time you visited, remember? The one that was in such terrible shape.’ Melchor nodded with a smile. ‘Well, I gave it a bottle of wine and you should have seen how the poor beast ran – looked like a purebred colt!’

‘You’re the one who must have been running out of that market as fast as you could,’ interjected Uncle Juan, seated at the table.

‘Like a bat out of hell, Uncle,’ admitted the nephew, ‘but with some good money, which I won’t be giving back, not even to the devil, no matter how fast he makes me run.’

Melchor lifted his glass of wine and, after the others had joined him in his toast, drank it down in one gulp.

‘Watch out!’ said a voice from the door. ‘We wouldn’t want Uncle Melchor to run off like a colt.’

‘We could sell him for some good money!’ replied another.

Melchor laughed and gestured to his nephew to serve him up some more wine.

After a couple of rounds, more jokes and comments, only the older men remained: Melchor, his brother Tomás, Uncle Juan, Uncle Basilio and Uncle Mateo, all bearing the last name Vega, all dark-skinned, each with a face run through with deep wrinkles, thick brows that came together over the bridge of his nose and a penetrating gaze. The others were chatting outside. Melchor unbuttoned his short blue jacket, revealing a white shirt and a sash of shiny red silk. He searched in one of his inner pockets and pulled out a bundle of a dozen medium-sized cigars that he placed on the table, beside the jug of wine that his nephew had given them.

‘Pure Havana tobacco,’ he announced, and gestured for each man to take one.

‘Thank you,’ some of them replied.

‘Here’s to your health,’ murmured another.

In a matter of minutes, the hut filled with an aromatic, bluish smoke that overpowered all the other smells in the small dwelling.

‘I have a good shipment of powdered tobacco,’ commented Uncle Basilio after expelling a mouthful of smoke into the air. ‘From the factory in Seville, Spanish, very finely ground. Interested?’

‘Basilio …’ Melchor reproached him with a weary voice, dragging the syllables.

‘It’s excellent quality!’ said the other in his own defence. ‘You can get a better price for it than I can. The priests will be snatching it from your hands. They really squeeze us on the prices. What do you care where it comes from?’

Melchor laughed. ‘I don’t care where it comes from, just how it got here. You know that. I don’t want to sell tobacco that someone has been carrying hidden in their arse. Just thinking about it gives me chills …’

‘It’s well wrapped in pig intestine,’ insisted his brother Tomás in defence of his business.

The others nodded. They knew he would give in; he always did, he never refused a request from the family, but first he had to complain, drag the discussion out, make them beg.

‘Even still. They carried it in their arses! One day they’re going to get caught—’

‘It’s the only way to get around the guards at the factory,’ Basilio interrupted. ‘At the end of every work day, they strip several workers, at random.’

‘And they don’t look up their arses?’ laughed Melchor.

‘Can you imagine one of those soldiers sticking his finger up a gypsy’s arse to see if he’s carrying tobacco? They can’t even imagine doing such a thing!’

Melchor shook his head, but the obliging way he did so showed them that the deal was coming to a close.

‘One day one of them is going to burst and then …’

‘The payos will discover another way to use snuff,’ declared Uncle Juan. ‘Sniffing it up their arse!’

‘I’m sure plenty of them would like that better than up their nose,’ ventured Basilio.

The gypsies looked at each other over the table for a few seconds and burst into laughter.

The conversation went on long into the night. The nephew, his wife and three little kids came in when the murmurs from the street began to ebb. The children lay down on two straw mattresses in one corner of the hut. Their father noticed that the jug of wine was empty and went to fill it.

‘Your Negress has drunk—’ the woman started to say to him from the mattresses.

‘She isn’t mine,’ interrupted Melchor.

‘Well, whatever, you’re the one who brought her here,’ she continued. ‘Aunt María gave her a potion of barley boiled with egg whites and her fever is going down.’

Then the couple lay down alongside their children. The men continued chatting, with their wine and their cigars. Melchor wanted to know about the family, and the others filled him in: Julián, married to a Vega, a travelling blacksmith, had been arrested near Antequera as he was repairing the tilling tools of some farmers. ‘He wasn’t carrying any identification!’ muttered Uncle Juan. The gypsies couldn’t work as blacksmiths, nor leave their homes. Julián was jailed in Antequera and they had already begun the steps to free him. ‘Do you need anything?’ offered Melchor. No. They didn’t need his help. Sooner or later they’d release him; he was eating for free and there was nothing that irked the royal officials more. Besides, they had sought out the help of a nobleman from Antequera and he had committed to intercede on his behalf. Tomás smiled, as did Melchor: there was always some nobleman who gave them a hand. They liked to protect them. Why did they do it? They had discussed it on numerous occasions: it was as if their favours made those men of noble birth feel somewhat gypsy, as if they wanted to show that they weren’t like most people and they shared the darker race’s lust for freedom; as if they were taking part in a way of life and a spirit denied them in their routine and rigid customs. Someday they would ask for the favour to be repaid, asking them to sing and dance for them at a party in some sumptuous palace, and they would invite their friends and peers to boast of their illicit connections.

‘We’ve had news that about a month ago,’ interjected Uncle Mateo, ‘near Ronda, the brotherhood confiscated El Arrugado’s animals …’

‘Who’s El Arrugado?’ asked Melchor.

‘The one who’s always hunched over, Josefa’s son, the cousin of—’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ interrupted Melchor.

‘They took a horse and two donkeys from him.’

‘Has he got them back?’

‘Not the little donkeys. The soldiers kept them and then sold them. They sold the horse too, but El Arrugado followed the buyer and got it back the next night. They say it was pretty easy: the payo who bought it let it loose in a pen, all he had to do was go in and get it. El Arrugado liked that horse.’

‘Is it that good a horse?’ asked Melchor after a new sip of wine.

‘No way!’ answered his brother. ‘It’s a miserable nag that walks stiff as a board, but since they’re two of a kind, all hunched over … well, he’s comfortable with it.’

Other family members, they explained later to Melchor, had taken sanctuary in a chapel on the road to Osuna more than seven days earlier. They were being chased by the Chief Magistrate of Málaga because some payos from Málaga had informed on them.

‘Now, as usual, they’re all fighting and arguing,’ reported Uncle Basilio. ‘The magistrate wants them for himself; the Holy Brotherhood has shown up at the chapel claiming the gypsies are theirs; the priest says he doesn’t want to get involved; and the vicar, whom the priest called, alleges that the law cannot take them from the sanctuary and that they should take the matter to the bishop.’

‘It’s always the same,’ commented Melchor, remembering the times he himself had taken refuge in churches or monasteries. ‘Are they going to take them out?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ answered Uncle Basilio. ‘For the moment they’re letting them argue among themselves. They all have cold immunity, so they’ll plead that when they come out and they’ll have to set them free again. They’ll lose their weapons and their animals, but not much more.’

It was already dawn. Melchor yawned. The nephew and his family were sleeping on the straw mattresses and the gypsy settlement was silent.

‘Should we continue in the morning?’ he suggested.

The others nodded and got up. Melchor just placed one foot on the table and pushed backward until the chair, on just two of its legs, rested against a wall of the hut. Then he closed his eyes as he listened to his relatives leaving. Cold immunity, he smiled to himself before sleep overtook him. The payos always fell into the same traps, which was the only way his people, so persecuted and vilified throughout the country, were able to survive. When a gypsy who had taken sanctuary knew that, if he were removed, the sentence would be little or nothing, he would sometimes get the magistrate to remove him by force, thus violating church asylum. From that point on, if the magistrate or the constables didn’t return him to the same place he had been removed from, he now enjoyed what was known as cold immunity. And they didn’t ever do it. So the next time they arrested him, perhaps for a more serious crime, like simply walking free along the roads, he could claim that the previous time they hadn’t restored him to his asylum, and get out of the sentence that way. ‘Cold immunity,’ repeated Melchor as he drifted off to sleep.

Melchor spent the next morning in the settlement. He sat smoking on a stool in the street, beside women who were weaving baskets with reeds they’d collected on the riverbanks, absorbed in those expert hands braiding baskets they’d later try to sell in the streets and markets. He heard their conversations without joining in; they all knew who Melchor was. Every once in a while, one would disappear and return shortly with a bit of wine for him. He ate at his brother Tomás’s house, chicken stew that was a bit past its prime, and he leaned the chair back again for a nap. When he awoke, he got ready to return to the San Miguel alley.

‘Thanks for lunch, Brother.’

‘No thanks necessary,’ answered Tomás. ‘Don’t forget this,’ he added, handing him the pig intestine filled with powdered tobacco they’d talked about the night before. ‘Uncle Basilio trusts you’ll make a good profit.’

Melchor grabbed it with a disgusted expression, put it in one of the inner pockets of his short jacket and left the hut. Then he started down the street that bordered the wall surrounding the lands belonging to the Carthusian monastery. He would have liked to continue living there, among his own, but his beloved daughter and granddaughter lived with the Carmonas, in the alley, and he couldn’t distance himself from the blood of his blood.

‘Nephew!’ A woman’s shout interrupted his thoughts. Melchor turned towards Old María, in the door of her shack. ‘You’re forgetting your Negress,’ she added.

‘She’s not mine,’ he answered wearily; he had already told her that several times.

‘She’s not mine either,’ complained the woman. ‘She’s taking up my mattress, and her legs stick out the bottom. What do you want me to do with her? Take her with you! You brought her, you take her.’

Take her with me? thought Melchor. What was he going to do with a Negress?

‘No—’ he started to say.

‘What do you mean, no?’ Old María interrupted him, her hands on her hips. ‘I said she’s going with you and she’s going with you, understood?’

Several gypsies whirled around them when they heard the ruckus. Melchor looked at the little old woman, gaunt and wrinkled, planted in the door of the hut in her colourful apron, challenging him. He … he was respected by everyone in the settlement, but this was Old María before him now. And when a gypsy woman like Old María puts her hands on her hips and skewers you with her gaze …

‘What do you want me to do with her?’

‘Whatever you like,’ answered the old woman, knowing she had won.

Several women smiled; a man sighed loudly, another made a face as he tilted his head to one side and a couple of others grumbled under their breath.

‘She couldn’t move …’ argued Melchor, pointing to the mud of the street. ‘She fell here …’

‘She can now. She’s a strong woman.’

Old María told him that the black woman was named Caridad and she handed Melchor a wineskin with the rest of the barley and egg mixture that she was to take until the fevers went away completely.

‘Bring it back next time you come round,’ she warned. ‘And take care of her!’ exhorted the old woman as they set off.

Melchor turned towards her in surprise and questioned her with his eyes. What did she care? Why …?

‘Her tears are as sad as ours,’ said María, anticipating his question.

And that was how, with Caridad noticeably better behind him and the wineskin hanging from his staff, which was slung over his shoulder like a pole, Melchor arrived at the San Miguel alley, which was flooded with smoke and the ringing of hammers on anvils.

‘Who’s that woman?’ his son-in-law José asked harshly when he saw her enter the courtyard. He still had a hammer in his hand and wore a leather apron over his bare, sweaty chest.

Melchor stood up tall with the wineskin still hanging over his back off his staff, Caridad motionless behind him, unable to understand the gypsy tongue. Since when did he owe any explanations to surly José Carmona? The challenge lasted a few seconds.

‘She sings well,’ was all he finally said.
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THE CARMONA FAMILY’S blacksmith shop was located on the lower level of a cluster of apartments in the San Miguel alley. It was a three-storey rectangular building built around a tiny courtyard with a well in the centre. The workshop and the families who lived on the upper floors all made use of its water. However, getting to the well often proved a difficult task, since both the courtyard and the corridors that surrounded it were used to store the coal for the forge and the iron scraps the gypsies gathered to work with: a ton of twisted and rusty pieces piled up because, unlike the Sevillian payos who had to buy their raw material in Vizcaya, the gypsies weren’t subject to any ordinances or the inspectors who controlled product quality. Behind the courtyard with the well, through a narrow corridor covered by the roof of the first floor, was a small courtyard with a latrine and, beside that, a small room originally used as a laundry; that was the room Melchor Vega had taken as his own when he returned from the galleys.

‘You can stay there.’ The gypsy pointed Caridad to the floor of the little courtyard, between the latrine and the entrance to his room. ‘You have to keep drinking this remedy until you are cured. Then you can go,’ he added, handing her the wineskin. ‘The last thing I need is for Old María to think I didn’t take care of you!’

Melchor went into his room and closed the door behind him. Caridad sat on the ground, with her back resting against the wall, and organized her scant belongings carefully: the bundle to her right, the wineskin to her left, the straw hat in her hands.

She was no longer trembling and her fever had subsided. She vaguely remembered the first moments of her stay in the hut in the gypsy settlement: first they gave her water, but they didn’t allow her to sate her burning thirst. They put cold compresses on her forehead until Old María knelt beside the mattress and forced her to drink the thick concoction of boiled barley. Behind her, two women prayed aloud, speaking over each other, entrusting themselves to countless virgins and saints as they drew crosses in the air.

‘Leave the saint worship for the payos!’ ordered Old María.

Then Caridad fell into a restless, confused stupor that transported her to the work on the plantation, the whip, the feasts on the holidays, and all the old gods she used to sing and plead to appeared before her. The Yoruba drums echoed frenetically in her head, just as they had in the sleeping quarters on the plantation in Cuba. She danced in a dream coven that terrified her, and saw the Negroes beating on the skins of kettledrums, their laughter and obscene gesturing, the other slaves who accompanied them with claves and maracas, their faces shouting frantically inches from hers, all waiting for the saint to come down and mount Caridad. And Oshún, her Orisha, finally did mount her, but in her dream it wasn’t to accompany her in a joyful, sensual dance as the goddess usually did, but rather she forced Caridad with her movements and gestures towards a hell where all the gods in the universe battled.

She awoke suddenly, startled, soaked in sweat, and found herself amid the silence of the settlement in the dead of night.

‘Girl,’ said Old María before long. ‘I don’t know what you were dreaming about, but it scares me just to imagine it.’

Then Caridad noticed that the gypsy woman seated beside her was gripping her hand tightly. The touch of that rough, wrinkled hand calmed her. It had been so long since anyone had held her hand to comfort her … Marcelo … she was the one who had cradled the little boy. No. It wasn’t that. Perhaps … perhaps since she had been stolen away from her mother, in Africa. She could barely remember her. What was she like? The old woman must have sensed her uneasiness and she squeezed her hand. Caridad let herself be rocked by the gypsy’s warmth, by the feeling she wanted to transmit to her, but she kept trying to conjure up her mother’s face. What had become of her mother and her brothers and sisters? What was the land and freedom of her childhood like? She remembered struggling to sketch her mother’s features in her mind …

She couldn’t do it.

In the dusky light that entered the small courtyard, Caridad looked around at the accumulated filth; it smelled of rubbish. She sensed someone’s presence and she grew nervous: two women who stood inside the corridor, filling its entire width, observed her with curiosity.

‘Just because she sings well?’ whispered a surprised Milagros to her mother, without taking her eyes off Caridad.

‘That’s what your father told me,’ answered Ana, her kind expression turning serious when she remembered José’s shouting and wild flailing. ‘She sings well, he says! The last thing we need is a Negress!’ he had howled after dragging his wife inside the smithy. ‘You get in a fight with La Trianera, you slap her grandson, and your father brings a Negress home. He set her up in the little courtyard! What is he thinking? Another mouth to feed? I want that Negress out of this house …’

But Ana interrupted his rant just as she did every time her husband raged against his father-in-law: ‘If my father says she sings well, that means she sings well, you understand? By the way, he pays for his own food, and if he wants to pay for the food of a Negress who sings well, he’ll do it.’

‘And what does Grandfather want her for?’ asked Milagros in a soft voice.

‘I have no idea.’

They stopped whispering, and they both, as if they had agreed on it, focused on Caridad, who had lowered her gaze and remained seated on the ground. Mother and daughter contemplated the old dress of faded grey burlap she wore, the straw hat in her hands, and the bundle and wineskin to either side of her.

‘Who are you?’ asked Ana.

‘Caridad,’ she responded with her head bowed.

The gypsies had never not looked someone straight in the eye, no matter how eminent or distinguished they were. Gypsies held the gaze of the noblemen when even their closest advisers didn’t dare. They always listened to judges serve sentences with their heads held high, proud. They addressed them all with self-confidence. Wasn’t a gypsy, just for having been born gypsy, nobler than the best of the payos? The two women waited a few seconds for Caridad to lift her gaze. ‘What should we do?’ Milagros’s eyes asked her mother, seeing the Negro woman’s stubborn bashfulness.

Ana shrugged.

Finally it was the girl who decided. Caridad seemed like a frightened, defenceless animal and, after all, If grandfather brought her here … she thought. She approached her, moved aside the wineskin, sat beside her, leaning to try to see her face. The seconds passed slowly until Caridad dared to turn towards her.

‘Caridad,’ the girl then whispered in a sweet voice, ‘my grandfather says that you sing very well.’

Ana smiled, opened her hands and left them sitting there.

At first Caridad glanced furtively as she tersely answered the girl’s naive questions: What are you doing in Triana? What brought you here? Where are you from? As the evening wore on, Milagros felt Caridad fixing her small eyes on her. She searched for some gleam in her gaze, some brilliance, even the reflection of some damp tears, but she found nothing. And yet … Suddenly it was as if Caridad had finally found someone to trust, and as she told Milagros about her life, the girl felt her pain.

‘Lovely?’ replied Caridad sadly when Milagros asked her if Cuba was as lovely as they said it was. ‘There’s nothing lovely for a slave.’

‘But …’ the gypsy girl wanted to insist, but she grew quiet at Caridad’s gaze. ‘Did you have family?’ she asked trying to change the subject.

‘Marcelo.’

‘Marcelo? Who is Marcelo? Didn’t you have anyone else?’

‘No, nobody else. Just Marcelo.’

‘Who is he?’

‘My son.’

‘So … you have children … And your man?’

Caridad shook her head almost imperceptibly, as if the girl’s naivety was too much for her; didn’t she know what slavery was?

‘I have no man, no husband,’ she explained wearily. ‘Slaves have nothing, Milagros. They separated me from my mother when I was very young, and then they separated me from my children; one of them was sold by the master.’

‘And Marcelo?’ Milagros dared to ask after a short silence. ‘Where is he? Did they separate you from him?’

‘He stayed in Cuba.’ He did find it lovely, she thought. Caridad sketched a smile and became lost in her memories.

‘Did they separate you from him?’ repeated Milagros after a time.

‘No. The white men had no use for Marcelo.’

The gypsy girl hesitated. She didn’t dare to insist.

‘Do you miss him?’ she asked instead.

A tear ran down Caridad’s cheek before she managed to nod. Milagros embraced her and felt her crying. Hers was a strange sobbing: muffled, silent, hidden.

The next morning, Melchor bumped into Caridad as he left his room.

‘Oh hell!’ he cursed. The Negress! He’d forgotten about her.

Caridad lowered her head before the man with the sky-blue silk jacket trimmed in silver. Dawn was breaking and the hammering had yet to start, although you could hear people coming and going in the courtyard where the well was located, beyond the covered corridor. Caridad hadn’t slept so well in a long time, despite all the people who had stepped over her on their way to the latrine. She remembered the gypsy girl’s promise to help her cross the bridge.

‘Pay?’ Milagros had laughed loudly.

Caridad felt considerably better than the day before and she dared to look at Melchor; his extremely brown skin made that easier for her, as if she were addressing another slave at the plantation. He must be about fifty years old, she calculated, comparing him with the Negroes that age she had met in Cuba, and he was thin and sinewy. She observed his gaunt face and sensed the traces of his years of suffering and mistreatment, just as she had seen in the faces of Negro slaves.

‘Did you drink Old María’s potion?’ asked the gypsy, interrupting her thoughts. He was surprised to see the colourful blanket that covered her and the straw mattress she rested on, but it wasn’t his problem where she’d got them.

‘Yes,’ she answered.

‘Keep taking it,’ added Melchor before turning his back, heading into the narrow corridor and disappearing towards the door that led out of the cluster of apartments.

That’s it? wondered Caridad then. Weren’t they going to make her work or mount her? That man, ‘the grandfather’ as Milagros had called him on several occasions, had said she sang well. How many times had she been complimented in her entire life? I sing well, Caridad told herself with satisfaction. ‘Nobody will bother you if Grandfather protects you,’ the girl had also assured her. The warmth of the sun’s rays that filtered into the small courtyard comforted her. She had a small mattress, a beautiful colourful blanket that Milagros had given her and she could cross the bridge! She closed her eyes and allowed herself to fall into a pleasant stupor.

At that time of the day the San Miguel alley was still calm. Melchor walked through it and, when he reached the height of the Minims, as if entering hostile territory, he touched the packet he carried in his inside jacket pocket. It was actually good snuff that Uncle Basilio had given him. The day before, as soon as he’d gone into his room, after leaving Caridad in the small courtyard, Melchor had pulled the powder out of the pig intestine it was wrapped in with a disgusted expression. He’d placed a pinch on the back of his right hand and inhaled deeply: finely ground. He preferred twisted tobacco, but he knew how to recognize quality in powdered tobacco. Probably ‘monte de India’, he thought, a rough powder brought from the Indies that was washed and treated in the Seville tobacco factory. He had a good amount. Uncle Basilio would make some good money … although he could make even more if … he searched through his belongings. He was sure he had it. The last time he sold powder he had used it … There it was! A bottle of red ochre, fine reddish earth. It was already night. He began to mix the tobacco powder with the red dirt, by candlelight, very carefully, making sure not to go too far.

With San Jacinto in sight, Melchor again patted the packet with satisfaction: he had added weight and it didn’t seem the quality had been too affected.

‘Good day, Father,’ Melchor said to the first friar he met in the area around the church under construction. ‘I am looking for Fray Joaquín.’

‘He is teaching grammar to the boys,’ answered the Dominican, barely turning, focused on the work being done by one of the carpenters. ‘What do you want him for?’

To sell him powdered tobacco a gypsy stole from the factory by sticking it up his arse, which you’ll surely enjoy sticking up your nose, thought Melchor. He smiled behind the friar’s back. ‘I’ll wait,’ he lied.

The friar made a distracted gesture of assent with his hand, still concentrating on the timber being brought to the construction site.

Melchor turned towards the former hospital of the Candelaria, attached to the chapel on which the new church was being raised, and which the preachers were now using as a monastery.

‘The friar out there,’ he warned the doorman of the monastery, pointing towards the construction, ‘says you should hurry. It seems your new church is about to collapse.’

As soon as the doorman ran out without thinking twice, Melchor sneaked into the small monastery. The refrain of the Latin readings led him towards a room where he found Fray Joaquín with five boys who were repeating the lessons in monotone.

The friar showed no surprise at Melchor’s sudden appearance; the boys did. Staring at the gypsy from their chairs, one stopped reciting, another stuttered and the others began to jumble their lessons.

‘Continue, continue. Louder!’ the young friar priest ordered as he walked towards Melchor. ‘I have to wonder how you got in here,’ he whispered once he was beside him, amid the din made by the boys.

‘You’ll soon find out.’

‘I was afraid of that.’ The friar shook his head.

‘I have a good bit of powder. Quality. For a good price.’

‘OK. We are low on tobacco, and the brothers get very nervous when they don’t have enough. Let’s meet in the same place as always, at noon.’ The gypsy nodded. ‘Melchor, why didn’t you wait? Why did you interrupt …?’

He wasn’t given time to finish his question. The doorman, the friar who was overseeing the construction and two more brothers burst into the room.

‘What are you doing here?’ shouted the doorman.

Melchor extended his arms with his palms open, as if he wanted to halt the horde that was coming towards him. Fray Joaquín watched him curiously. How was he going to get out of this one?

‘Allow me to explain,’ requested the gypsy calmly. The priests stopped a step away from him. ‘I had to tell Fray Joaquín a sin, a very grave sin,’ he said in explanation. Fray Joaquín half closed his eyes and held back a sigh. ‘One of those sins that send you straight to hell,’ continued the gypsy, ‘the kind not even a thousand prayers for lost souls help with.’

‘And you couldn’t have waited?’ interrupted one of the friars.

The five boys looked at each other in astonishment.

‘With such a serious sin? A sin like that can’t wait,’ Melchor defended himself.

‘You could have said that at the entrance …’

‘Would you have listened to me?’

The friars looked at each other.

‘Well,’ interjected the oldest one. ‘So have you confessed yet?’

‘Me?’ Melchor feigned surprise. ‘Not me, your eminence! I am a good Christian. The sin was committed by a friend of mine. It’s just that he’s shearing some sheep, you understand, and since he was very worried, he asked me to see if I could come by and confess in his name.’

One of the boys laughed. Fray Joaquín made a gesture of impotence towards his brothers before the friar questioning the gypsy exploded, his face flushed.

‘Out of here!’ shouted the oldest friar, pointing to the door. ‘What were you thinking …?’

‘Gypsies!’

‘Despicable!’

‘They should arrest you all!’ he heard behind his back.

‘This snuff is adulterated, Melchor!’ complained Fray Joaquín as soon as he saw the reddish colour of the ochre the gypsy had mixed in with the tobacco. They were on the bank of the Guadalquivir, near the shrimping boat port. ‘You told me …’

‘Of the finest quality, Fray Joaquín,’ replied Melchor. ‘Fresh from the factory …’

‘But I can see the red!’

‘They must have dried it badly.’

Melchor tried to see the tobacco the friar was holding up. Had he really gone too far? Perhaps the young friar was learning.

‘Melchor …’

‘I swear on my granddaughter!’ The gypsy crossed his thumb and index finger to make a cross that he then lifted to his lips and kissed. ‘Top quality.’

‘Don’t swear in vain. And we need to talk about Milagros, too,’ noted Fray Joaquín. ‘The other day, at the blessing of the candles, she was mocking me as I preached …’

‘Do you want me to scold her?’

‘You know I don’t.’

The friar lost himself in the memory: the girl had put him in a difficult spot, that was true. He knew that his voice had turned shaky and he’d lost his train of thought, but he also remembered her chiselled, proud face, as lovely as they come, and that virgin body …

‘Fray Joaquín.’ The gypsy pulled him from his musings. He drew out his words, his brow furrowed.

The friar cleared his throat. ‘This snuff is adulterated,’ he repeated to change the subject.

‘Don’t forget that she is my granddaughter,’ insisted the gypsy.

‘I know.’

‘I wouldn’t like you to get on my bad side.’

‘What do you mean? Are you threaten—?’

‘I would kill for her,’ Melchor broke in. ‘You are a payo … and a friar as well. You could renounce your vows, but not your race.’

Their eyes met. The clergyman knew that, at just a single sign from Milagros, he would be willing to leave behind his habit and swear loyalty to the gypsy race.

‘Fray Joaquín …’ Melchor interrupted his thoughts, knowing what was going through the friar’s head.

Fray Joaquín lifted a hand and forced Melchor to be silent. The gypsy was the real problem: he would never accept that relationship, he concluded. He banished his desires.

‘None of that gives you the right to try to sell me this tobacco as good,’ he scolded.

‘I swear to you …!’

‘Don’t swear in vain. Why don’t you tell me the truth?’

Melchor took his time answering. He slipped an arm over Fray Joaquín’s shoulder and pushed him a few steps along the riverbank. ‘Do you know something?’

Fray Joaquín nodded with an unintelligible mumble.

‘I will only tell you this because it’s a secret: if a gypsy tells the truth … he loses it! He can never get it back.’

‘Melchor!’ exclaimed the friar, shrugging off his embrace.

‘But this snuff is top quality.’

Fray Joaquín clicked his tongue, giving up. ‘OK. I don’t think the other friars will notice anyway.’

‘Because it’s not red, Fray Joaquín. See? You are wrong.’

‘Don’t go on about it. How much do you want?’

Adulterated or not, Melchor made a good profit on the tobacco. Uncle Basilio would be pleased.

‘Do you know of any new contraband tobacco arriving in port?’ asked Fray Joaquín when they were about to part.

‘I haven’t been told of any. There must be, as always, but my friends aren’t involved. I trust that now, from March on, with the good weather, work will start up again.’

‘Keep me informed.’

Melchor smiled. ‘Of course, Father.’

After closing the profitable deal, Melchor decided to go and have some wine at Joaquina’s tavern before heading over to the gypsy settlement to deliver the money to Uncle Basilio. What a curious friar! he thought as he walked. Beneath his preacher’s habits, behind the talent and eloquence that people praised so, hid a young man eager for life and new experiences. He had proven that the year before, when Fray Joaquín insisted in accompanying Melchor to Portugal to receive a tobacco shipment. At first the gypsy hesitated, but he found himself forced to allow it: the priests were the ones who financed the contraband operations and, besides, many of them acted as smugglers and could be found loaded down with tobacco on the borders and roads. All the clergy were involved in tobacco contraband, either directly or as consumers. Priests were so fond of tobacco, their consumption was so high, that the Pope had had to prohibit their taking snuff while they officiated at services. However, they were unwilling to pay the high prices that the King established through the tobacco shops. Only the royal tax office could deal in tobacco, so the Church had become the biggest swindler in the kingdom: it participated in the contraband, buying, financing and hiding the smuggled goods in temples and even growing it in secret behind the impenetrable walls of the convents and monasteries.

As he mused Melchor polished off his first glass in one gulp.

‘Good wine!’ he said aloud to anyone who wanted to listen.

He ordered another, and then a third. He was on his fourth when a woman came up to him from behind and put an affectionate hand on his shoulder. The gypsy lifted his head to find a face that tried to conceal its true features behind rancid, smudged make-up. Nevertheless, the woman had generous breasts emerging from her plunging neckline. Melchor ordered a glass of wine for her as well while he gripped one of her buttocks with his right hand. She complained with a false and exaggeratedly modest pout, but then she sat down with him and the rounds began to flow.

It was two days before Melchor showed up at the San Miguel alley.

‘Can you take care of the Negress?’ Ana begged her daughter when she noticed that her father hadn’t returned that afternoon. ‘It seems Grandfather has decided to take off again. Let’s see how long it’s for this time.’

‘And what do I do with her? Should I tell her she can leave?’

Ana sighed. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what he was planning … what your grandfather is planning,’ she corrected herself.

‘She is determined to cross the pontoon bridge.’

Milagros had again spent most of the morning in the small courtyard. She rushed there as soon as her mother allowed her to, with a thousand questions on the tip of her tongue about all Caridad had told her, everything she’d been wondering about throughout the night. She felt drawn to that black woman, to her melodious way of speaking, to the deep resignation that emanated from her entire being, which was so different from the proud, haughty character of the gypsies.

‘Why?’ asked her mother, interrupting her thoughts.

Milagros turned, confused. They were in one of the two small rooms that made up the apartment they lived in, on the first floor of apartments off the courtyard. Ana was preparing lunch on a coal stove lodged in an open niche on the wall.

‘What?’

‘Why does she want to cross the bridge?’

‘Ah! She wants to go to the Brotherhood of the Negritos.’

‘Is she over her fevers?’ asked Ana.

‘I think so.’

‘Well, after lunch, take her.’

The girl nodded. Ana was tempted to tell her to leave her in Seville, with the Negritos, but didn’t.

‘And then bring her back. I don’t want grandfather to come back and find his Negress gone. That’s the last thing I need!’

Ana was irritated: she had argued with José. Her husband had scolded her harshly over the fight she’d had with La Trianera, but he especially condemned her slapping the old woman’s grandson.

‘A woman hitting a man. Who does that? And he’s the grandson of the head of the council of elders!’ he shouted at her. ‘You know how vindictive Reyes can be.’

‘As for the first, I will hit anyone who insults my daughter, whether they’re grandsons of La Trianera or the King of Spain himself. Otherwise, you take care of her and keep a close eye out. As for the rest, I don’t know what you can tell me about the Garcías’ character …’

‘I’ve had enough of the Vegas and the Garcías! I don’t want to hear anything more about it. You married a Carmona and we’re not interested in your disputes. The Garcías rule in the settlement and they are influential with the payos. We can’t let them take a disliking to us … especially not over the old feuds of some crazy old man like your father. I’m fed up with my family throwing it in my face!’

On that occasion, Ana bit her lip to keep from answering back.

The never-ending argument! The same old song and dance! Ever since her father had come back from the galleys ten years earlier, her relationship with her husband had gradually deteriorated. José Carmona, the young gypsy taken by her charms, had been willing to forgo the religious wedding to have her. ‘I will never submit to those dogs who didn’t move a finger for my father,’ she had said. The humiliating disdain with which the priests had treated her and her mother was burned into her memory. Yet, José hadn’t been able to stand Melchor’s presence, accusing him of stealing Milagros’s affection. Milagros saw her grandfather as indestructible: a man who had survived the galleys, a smuggler who outsmarted soldiers and authorities, a free, rambling gypsy. José felt he couldn’t compete: he was a simple blacksmith forced to work day in and day out under the orders of the head of the Carmona family and he didn’t even have a son to boast about.

José envied the affection between grandfather and granddaughter. Milagros’s immense gratitude when Melchor gave her a bracelet, a trinket or the simplest colourful ribbon for her hair, her spellbound look as she listened to his stories … With the passing of the years José ended up taking out the bitterness and jealousy that was eating away at him on his own wife, whom he blamed. ‘Why don’t you say that to him?’ Ana had replied one day. ‘Is it that you don’t dare?’ She didn’t have time to regret her impertinence. José had slapped her across the face.

And at that moment, as she was talking to her daughter about the black woman her father had brought home, Ana was cooking food for four on that small, uncomfortable stove: the three people in her family plus young Alejandro Vargas. After keeping her mouth shut when her husband once again threw the disputes between the Vegas and the Garcías in her face, she was surprised at how easy it was to convince José that Milagros’s problem lay in that she was no longer a girl. Ana thought that if they engaged her to be wed, the girl would put aside her feelings towards Pedro García, since she was sure that the Garcías would never court a Vega. José told himself the bond between Milagros and her grandfather would fade once she was married, and he supported the idea: the Vargas family had been showing an interest in Milagros for some time, so José lost no time and the next day Alejandro was invited over to eat. ‘For the time being there is no commitment, I just want to get to know the young man a little more,’ his wife had announced. ‘His parents have agreed to it.’

‘Go to Uncle Inocencio’s house and borrow a chair,’ Ana ordered her daughter, interrupting her thoughts of the pontoon bridge Caridad wanted to cross and the Brotherhood of the Negritos that she wanted to reach.

‘A chair? For whom? Who …?’

‘Go get it,’ insisted her mother. She didn’t want to tell her daughter about Alejandro’s visit beforehand, knowing it would surely lead to an argument.

At lunchtime, Milagros realized why Alejandro was there and received the guest sullenly. She didn’t hide her dislike for him – he was timid and danced clumsily – although only Ana seemed to notice her rudeness. José addressed him as if neither of the women existed. The third time the girl used a curt tone, Ana’s expression twisted, but Milagros endured the censure and looked at her with her brow furrowed. You already know which boy I like! her look said. José Carmona laughed and banged the table as if it were an anvil. Alejandro tried to keep up, but his laughter came out shy and nervous. ‘It’s impossible,’ was Ana’s almost inaudible refusal. Milagros tightened her lips. Pedro García. Pedro was the only boy she was interested in … And what did she have to do with her grandfather’s and her mother’s old quarrels?

‘Never, my daughter. Never,’ her mother warned her through her teeth.

‘What did you say?’ her husband asked.

‘Nothing. Just—’

‘She says I won’t marry this …’ Milagros moved her hand towards Alejandro; the boy’s mouth was agape, as if shooing away an insect. ‘Him,’ she finished her sentence to avoid the insult that was already on the tip of her tongue.

‘Milagros!’ shouted Ana.

‘You will do what you are told,’ declared José gravely.

‘Grandfather—’ the girl began to say before her mother interrupted her.

‘You think your grandfather is going to let you get anywhere near a García?’ she spat out.

Milagros got up abruptly and threw the chair to the floor. She remained standing, flushed, with her right fist tightly closed, threatening her mother. She stammered out some unintelligible words, but just as she was about to start yelling, her gaze fell on the two men staring at her. She growled, turned around and left the room.

‘As you can see, she’s a filly who badly needs to be tamed,’ she heard her father laughing.

What Milagros didn’t hear, slamming the door with Alejandro’s stupid giggle behind her, was Ana’s reply.
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