                     VENANCI0

     Other children, however, are rotten apples and wind up bringing disaster on their parents.  That was the case with Venancio, another neighbor, on the third floor. The gods had it in for him since long before. It was incarnate in his blood, embittering him beyond reason, and finishing him off a helpless victim. Venancio was a sacrificial lamb, a scapegoat, an hostia, a similar thing, for those who remember the their high-school latin.

     Venancio was a retired army noncom.  A widower, as well.  He had a son of about twenty, a punk by the name of Modesto.  The father married sort of late, in his fifties.

     I remember him affectionately as a pot-bellied little old guy, good-natured and incapable of harming a fly.  The most intriguing thing about him for me was that he was a voice teacher. Naturally, you'll be wondering, "A noncom, an enforcer of military  discipline, a voice teacher?"

     Well, yes. Venancio tried to be a singer, couldn't make the grade and stayed in the army as a career, a "war horse," as we snobs in the reserve called them.  He always defended his profession and his government. The only well-paid soldier is the mercenary--he would growl.  In any case better none of the command should be aware of his musical side...not the kind of thing  that would go over big in the barracks, if you know what I mean.

     You can say that again!  I was eager for more details.  A  nightingale sergeant. Quite a discovery among the national bestiary. But he was difficult about communicating. The guy was kind of shy about his musical side and would never show off his voice. Never. At the moment of truth, he always backed out.  We were chatting on one occasion when he suddenly mentioned La Tabernera del Puerto..."You know, when so-and-so sings it... "And 

he filled his lungs...puffed out his chest... I held by breath.  Now, finally, I was going to hear that voice, its quality, range, color... Nothing doing!  Venancio disinflated and returned to discourse.  "In B flat, you know... Has to be here," he said, 

pointing to his stomach.  "Diaphragm.  Very difficult." Then, with added conviction: "Very difficult." Nothing doing. No way to get even an A out of him.

     On the subject of singers, permanent evasion, as well. "Yes, Teresa Riquelme, very well-known, you'll have heard of her, of 

course. Studied with Don Francisco Muro in Teruel. Her Doña 

Mañolita superb, among the best. Don Eustaquio López at the Conservatory praised her to the skies in an article in La Voz de Murcia. The one who wrote Las coplas de mi ventana and did a study on the early career of Maestro Benítez, who wrote Tris Tras."

     I gave it up as hopeless.  Another world.

     More or less the same story when it came to questions about his students.  "Oh, yes, so-and-so had a brilliant career. And that other one, well, what can I say?"  I was imagining, I don't know, 

possibly a Liu at La Scala, an Arrigo at the Met, a Butterfly at Covent Garden...but nothing of the kind.  Su fior d'allievo was in the chorus of a musical very lavishly produced by Maestro So-and-So.  "Yes, in Zamora."

     I then approached from the technical side. Possibly I could get something clear out of him that way. Since he had been in the Signal Corps, I mentioned my amplifier, the MacIntosh. "Marvels, aren't they? They don't make tubes like the Mullards any longer. A pity.  I still have two unopened boxes...a treasure.  Would you like to see them?  What do you prefer, tubes or transistors...?" No idea. Didn't even know what I was talking about. General Franco 

was right on neutrality.  Man, we fight a war with characters like that in charge of communications and we end up transmitting orders by smoke signals.

     What he did tell me about was how they jammed Independent Spanish Radio, the Spanish Communist Party station in Bucharest. The Americans had sent the equipment but nobody there knew how to 

run it. Evidently, no directions came with it, so the boxes remained stacked in a hangar.

     The Yankees, intrigued, kept asking: "Hey, what gives? The Reds are running their soap opera every night and you can hear it clear as a bell. What's with the Made in USA equipment?  Did you blow the fuses, or what?  Any parts missing?  Next thing you know they'll be starting a quiz program for the listeners."

     But there was nobody in the Glorious Spanish Army who knew how to run the devices or had balls enough to admit it.  National pride, as it is called. But it so happened that the Section II people (known as  Intelligence, for some reason) spotted a nazi in Andorra. A former SS officer who could neither go back to Germany nor offer his services to the Allies.  You can imagine the kind of resumé this guy must have had. Well, they got hold of him.  He came to Spain, found the apparatus a joke, set it up, left directions for operating it...and didn't try to get away. He remained in Spain and and set up a trucking business. And still going strong.

     "Holy shit," I said to myself, "what a small world!"  That litle guy is the same sonofabitch who deafened me a long time ago with the tremendous howling, the creator of which was trying to hold back History (capital H), the scourge of my student nights. What a time those nights were with Independent Spanish Radio!

     Oh yes, the thing is that I would go up to my father's observatory, my heart in my mouth, like the heroes of the Resistance. The transistor under my arm could just as well have been the Death Ray or The Phantom's Mask.  I imagined Franco as having a layout like the War Rooms in the black and white movies. An underground chamber with a very high ceiling and girls in uniform hurrying in and out with messages for officers wearing the yoke and arrow on their blue shirts. The operation would be outlined  on a transparent screen covered with coded symbols.  

     Transmitters, receivers, retransmission points, codes...Everybody waiting in silence for the communist broadcast. The kapo a square-jawed guy, black patch over one eye, Greek nose, the Iron Cross of the Blue Division around his neck. He has one arm. Finally, the notes of the freedom signature are audible. The kapo stubs out his cigarette, makes a sign, and the henchmen concentrate on locating the exact direction of the message. A TOSIC (three-phase Operational Sequence Identifier) on the roof cuts in,begins to search, and on locating it, the jamming starts. Then, the damn antenna  which screams the howling noise already mentioned is switched on by a Croat Ustachi.  Fortunately, a spy from the good side is there, a Polish girl disguised as an SS.

     Just imagine!  A cellar, Ustachis and a Carole Lombard lookalike Polish spy! But nothing of the sort. Actually, there were exactly two Madrileños, one a voice teacher.  They arrived at the barracks, thermos bottle in hand, checked in, and kicked the day off with the usual small talk: "Hello...How about last week's lottery...I missed by one number...getting a bit chilly...winter on the way..." And that was it.  At ten o'clock, they turned on the equipment, opened their thermos bottle, set up the radio for receiving the nightly broadcast, and sat there until Stalin said "Okay, boy, you can knock off."

     And, I now go on to Venancio's marriage, fatherhood, and widowerhood, a chapter in its own right.

     As you know, he could never have enough of singing and would attend the Solemn Masses regularly to give his eardrums an outing. One day, he was particularly delighted at the quality of a parish soprano's rendition of the Agnus Dei.  He sounded out the priest about meeting the singer but the informtion threw cold water on him. The soprano had donned the Carmelite habit and consecrated her body to the Lord.  Venancio folded his tent and continued his duties at the barracks in the mornings and the singing academy in the afternoon.

     Cupid, however, not one to deprive the parish of its moonlight and roses, did not throw up his hands and went on the prowl.    

     This soprano, by the name of Carmen, lived close by with her mother in Relatores Street where they ran a pension and did dressmaking on the side.  A flock of customers for both services all the time: travelling salesmen, government officials on a mission, unaffiliated priests and monks, variety artists, aspiring bullfighters, crews of third-rate bull rings, and the like. In short, errant flotsam upon the tides of a yet maladjusted nation.

     One of the regular lodgers was a shady wine salesman who was constantly in and out. He did favors and ran errands for the mother and kept her starry-eyed under a constant barrage of flattery, sweets, jokes, and anecdotes. In the house without a man, a punk will pass for a hunk.

     One afternoon when the old woman was at a novena, the salesman uncorked a bottle of moscatel, invited the novice to a sip, and when he saw her giddy and laughing, grabbed her and dumped her on the cretonne couch. 

     Whether the shame remained at the feely stage or went on to more serious endeavors is a moot question. It was public knowledge, however, that Doña Carmen complained to the parish priest and that he, under vow of confessional secrecy (note how secret it was), had the brilliant idea of giving the sergeant the go-ahead. 

     Pastoral prudence yielded its fruit. For Venancio, a devout Christian, no Agnus Dei or anything, straight to Gloria in Excelsis. Forget the vows, matrimony today not tomorow, and full speed ahead into the wedded yoke. 

     Modesto, then, arrived. Whether the blessed event was a repercussion of the couch or the holy sacrament is not known, but there was peace and bliss. Bliss, for the mother, that is. She made the most of her condition, and right off the bat, it was:  "I'm feeling weak. I need  vitamin injections. I can't wait. I want to go to the clinic, but now!"  At the clinic: an infected syringe, hepatitis, cirrhosis...and may the Lord have mercy on her soul. 

     Would you believe it that the doctor who was responsible didn't give dman?  Not a bit.  He created a charming metaphor to explain away the homicide:  "It's as though you are in the stands at a soccer game and a pigeon flies over the 50,000 spectators, lets loose, and the shit happens to hit you right in the eye."

     Modesto grew up in the streets, among the rats. The Admiraless supplied him breakfast, his dinner was whatever he could scrounge, and, yes, whenever Venancio was not on jamming duty, supper, at least, was assured at the Xunta's greasy spoon.  

     In any case, it was a sure thing from the time he was a kid how he would end up...a petty thief, a hood.  

     The first episode was with Visi, the bakery lady. She couldn't keep her accounts straight and the poor thing was desperate. She kept counting her cash and was always short.  Meanwhile, Modesto was tossing money around like his name was Rothschild. He would even treat the Admiraless to jumbo shrimps at a posh seafood bar nearby. Since he was still only a kid, he would wash them down with soda water. The old girl must have suspected something, but with a shrimp tail sticking out of your mouth, you don't ask questions. All she said was.  "Hey, these are great!"  "Really? Have some more." And so it went.

     Modesto, self-assured, playing the big shot, explained that the priests at the Brothers' school had their basement in a mess and tipped generously for moving old furniture and cleaning up.

     The kid would come in, wander up and down the bakery checking out the merchandise, and finally buy all kinds of bread, rolls, sweet buns, pastries, cookies, and whatever else is to be found in a bakery. Until one day, Visi began to smell a rat. All this coming and going when there was nobody staying in Venancio's house, nobody shopping, and here was this kid carting away enough to feed a regiment. Very strange! Where was it all going?  Finally, one day, Visi, on the alert, caught the kid red-handed with his hand in the till.  She raised the roof, howling for the law. Pancracio arrived, dragged Modesto off by the ear, trailed by a cortege of busybodies, and handed the criminal over to his father for sentencing.

     What do you think happened?  He passed out.  Yes, Sergeant Venancio, his father, fainted. He choked up, had a bad moment, lost his breath and blacked out.  He told me how it happened. He grabbed himself by the throat with his two hands, squeezed, aagh, aagh, and choked.  And how he choked!  I thought he was going out of the picture and rushed him to the first-aid station.

     When I took over the garret, Modesto was already a Billy the Kid of the neighborhood.  Everybody was convinced he would end up in deep shit...  Some suggested in the gutter with a knife in his back, others fancied him in cement slippers in the river.  In any case, he was jail bait.  From crook and pimp to comic-strip gangster...cool.                                    

    But of what stuff is mother/father love made?  Everybody, but everybody, wrote him off, except Venancio. The man was gone on the boy, off his rocker, looked at the world through his eyes. I would see the poor fellow waiting hour after hour for the monster to show up. To have a beer with him, a sandwich, whatever. He was his son. What more is there to say, right?

     It was upsetting. A pity. There were days when Venancio waited all day long for the brat. At first, to have a cup of coffee.  Later on, a beer.  Then, for supper.  Finally, a nightcap.  And Modesto went from bad to worse, hitting the skids, more punk all the time, into all kinds of bad stuff. Yet, the old man was there for him, waiting it out, hurting, but with a smile, finding excuses. "Youthful pranks, a wild kid. He has time to straighten out," he would say.  

     The sinister showdown was brewing and I expected it to blow at any time. 

     Modesto had teamed up with the bootblack's son, Puti. At the time they were living off a peculiar ploy, a simple-minded scam involving the slot machine at the Goliat tavern.  The lottery can't compare with the one-armed bandit or bingo which pull in the crazed masses.  The cheaper the ticket the bigger the public. The machine has them all beat.  There isn't a soul that can't play it. Got a little loose change in your kick? Let's go, throw in a coin and pull down the handle.  The poorest of the poor, the beggar, the bum, the wino, a kid, anybody can give it a whirl... but anybody. 

No rules, no waiting for a drawing, no croupier... It's like the Polaroid camera - push a button and it falls into your hand.

     Those machines are like the ladies, every certain time they have their period. A Madrileño couldn't fail to notice that. So, Modesto and Puti, in cahoots with a waiter at Goliat, would push coins into the slot. Then, on the verge of the premenstrual phase they kept feeding in coins until it emptied and the board of directors could meet and split the swag.

     However, the waiter got picked up on a hash bust and hasn't been around.  The unanimous opinion at Hermógenes's Bar for several days: "Bad apples, bad apples."  And that's where it stood.

     A certain Benito, a hayseed from León, from Bierzo, was the new waiter.  Quite a character he was.  Built like a boxcar, the guy was six-and-a-half feet high if he was an inch, and simpler than a pickle barrel.  He had been a waiter at a roadside bar out in the sticks and did his military service on the railroad. He intended to remain out there near the tracks in Spanish Siberia but the  National Railways wanted no part of him.  They must have had plenty to choose from.  Finally he found a home at the Goliat Tavern in the capital. 

     The cast: The two creeps, Modesto and Puti and then, Benito.  Imagine the scene.  The punks trying to convince the waiter of what a great scam it was and that he should come in on it with them in the other waiter's place.  

     "What gives, man? You're in charge of the machine. We cut a deal with you, on the up and up.  You give me the high sign any way you want.  My buddy here gets the go ahead and pulls off the machine.  We clean it out and split three ways."  

     No soap, Benito wasn't buying.  Shit!  Weird, no? But, don't for a minute assume he was on the up and up. Law and order wasn't his bag. No, the guy had already taken over the deal with his own backup.

     I don't know how Modesto managed to sweet-talk his old man, but he convinced him to pull out his chestnuts. The sergeant went with it and set up a side-show with a couple of his old-time buddies.  The three of them shook out their dress uniforms and marched into the Goliat to kick up dust.

     Their entrance left the onlookers with their jaws hanging down. Three old coots, all with one foot over the hill, gotten up in army uniforms out of a studio costume department. "Hey," one  customer called out, "You guys extras for the TV they're shooting outside?" Offered another, "Must be a remake of Gunga Din. Look at the uniforms." 

     The trio snapped to attention. The sergeant drew himself himself up to his full height and solemnly declared: "This  uniform is sacred. Show it some respect. Heroes have died for it. Excuse us for being the ones to speak up for them. But, if you're not looking for trouble we aren't either. In any case, we're ready." 

Respectfully, the hecklers quieted down.

     No sooner had the incident blown over than they elbowed their way through the crowd, bellied up to the bar, and began banging on the counter. "Okay, chief, let's see what that beer of yours looks like. What kind of service do you call this?"  They were shouting.

     The owner couldn't believe it. What the hell were the old farts up to? Rowdies at their age! They silent and stone-faced, like the tough guys in the westerns, facing down the crowd.  "Hit the machine, Seve. This wouldn't be an illegal operation, would it?  Could be, who knows?  This calls for an inspection!" And, one of them looking at Benito out of the corner of his eye, said meaningfully, "Watch out for that last class.  It's the first to get called up. Especially the soldiers on Railways. It's up for grabs."

     The owner didn't dig it.  What were three old coots like those up to, provoking the customers and emptying the slot machine?

     And Venancio kept carrying on: The grub no good! The pickles rancid! The meatballs cold! The beer flat! The glasses filthy!  

    Finally, the owner caught on. Venancio was a retired noncom--and those have connections at City Hall. So why borrow trouble?  The slot machine was moved out to another pub elsewhere in the neighborhood, and see you later, alligator. But Venancio was no longer to be seen. The machine had gobbled five thousand of his pesetas, a lesson he was not soon to forget, and that was the end for him.

     The other part of the tragedy was that our two heroes, Benito and Modesto, now had reason to settle scores with each other. The 

old men's show was a flop. Modesto and Puti lost their cash cow and Benito his rakeoff.

     One day, by chance, Modesto cut me off on the stairs. From the look of him an assault was on the way. He had on jeans that looked like they'd been passed over by a rag picker, a T-shirt full of holes, a leather belt with metal incrustations, and a red gypsy bandana around his head. What a fright...a punk Dracula!

      The guy put me at my ease. A friend in need, in a bind. Didn't I have any suggestions?  A big load of horse had landed in his lap. Some South Americans passing the buck to him...were going to make him the fall guy.  A likely story.

     I was saved by the bell. I'm not registered.  "Man, I'm not a member of the bar. Nothing I can do. I don't know what to tell you,  Modesto.  Solidarity, all the way, legal advice, no way."

     The guy talked like an underworld glossary. The gist of the tale: A gay cop had pulled in a friend of Modesto's on a heroin- dealing charge to protect the real criminal, a kid, who was his lover. Modesto's friend, of course, was innocent. He's scared of the needle and, besides, his taste runs to the uppers, amphetamines and acid.

     We finish and Modesto leaves. "I boff" (I'm off), he says, with which a syringe drops out of his sleeve.

     I'm aghast. He picks it up and explains with a conspiratorial 

smile, "Not this one. Shit, it's the AIDS one."

     Whew!  I must have been gone pale. "What are talking about?"

"AIDS, man. A pal's who's at the last stop."

     "And what the hell are you doing with it?  Man, you're 

diddling with the dark one. Watch it"

     "Me? Just a gag. For tourists." 

     "Are you telling me it's for stickups?"

     "You got it, man.  Better than a rod.  That way it's not assault."

     "What do you mean, it's not?  Robbery, Jack, robbery with intimidation."

     "With what?"

     "With violence, with threat of injury. It's the same as if you were holding a .45, man. It would mean life, even if the judge is  your uncle." 

    "It doesn't weigh as much, guy. Up your sleeve like a derringer in the horse operas."      

     And the hood takes off without further comment.

     Not long after I read in the newspapers that a criminal known as the Syringe Maniac was loose in the neigborhood.  His victims were anybody, man, woman, or child, didn't matter, he would hold them up with his syringe. It seems he also threatened to lay hands on a woman, but went no further. To be expected.  With the load that jerk was shooting into himself, he couldn't even violate correspondence.

     Nothing in that barrio is a surprise, if you get my drift.  Purse snatchers get treated to beers, are called by their street names, are given gift baskets for Christmas. On the level! The shell-game characters get free drinks. House burglars are the aristocrats and treated as such. The neighbors shoot craps with them. But, hey, they hate the needle...! It's cowardly in their book.

     Hermógenes keeps cursing from one drink to the next.  The lottery sellers are pissed off. Not to mention the Admiraless.  She blames everything on lack of discipline. If it was up to her she would have firing squads working around the clock, including Christmas Day. The needle story is the Last Judgement, Sodom and Gomorrah...democracy, of course. Even kindly Venancio couldn't take the situation.  One day he caught me at the entrance and said to me ruefully. "Did you hear about the business with that Syringe Maniac?  What a mess.  Where are we headed?  I would stand him up against wall.  Court martial, and curtains!"     

     And I, in my innocent malice, as if I weren't aware who the crazed medic was, said to him, "Are you waiting to have a beer with your son?"

     "Well, yes.  Won't you join us?"

     "It's very nice of you but I have a chapter to finish.  Thanks, anyway."

     Can you imagine?  As if I didn't know who that Jack the Ripper was.

     Colleagues, the pot was about to boil over!

     The tragedy broke one Saturday afternoon.  The Plaza Mayor was  packed, people sitting around the outdoor cafes with a beer when suddenly around six o'clock a stout lady suddenly burst on the scene, screaming, "They robbed me, a syringe...ay! They robbed me, ay! they jabbed me with a syringe.  Ay, they stuck me...AIDS... AIDS...!"  And with that she passed out and keeled over. Stretched out on the pavement of the land of her birth, panties showing, a spectacle.  Two or three gentlemen picked her up and gave her first aid.  More or less herself again, she slapped her benefactors aside, shouting "Leave me alone. Leave me alone! I'm alright, I tell you!"  And as she turns to one side adjusting her slip, she begins to scream again: "There, there, them, them, it was  those,  those..."  Imagine, Puti and Modesto had come to celebrate their exploit over a couple of brews.

     Well, some within reach start to go for them but Modesto, every inch a man, brandished the needle and threatened, "I'll jab the first that comes near me." With that the crowd chickened out.

AIDS is a terrifying thing, I don't have to tell you.

     You'll be thinking that they had slipped away and were being chased.  Nothing of the sort. Instead of taking a powder they jumped on a motorcycle and crossed the Plaza Nayor on it.  And so, my friends, no problem.  Right there in full view of the citizenry and they didn't give a damn.  Right straight across, zoom!

     They reached the other side of the Plaza as the people were settling down and beginning to discuss the event: "What horrible looking lace on her panties";  "The one with the needle looked like  he might be a good fuck";  "I go for the hunks, heavy muscles are my thing"... "The motorcycle was a wreck, the first cop with gas in his tank could grab them. The  country is going to the dogs. What can I say,?  You can't even trust the crooks, anymore."          Puti went bonkers with the excitement and instead of splitting, he let out a maniac yell and drove straight for the crowd.  When the people saw the turn things were taking, they scattered like chickens in all directions, squawking and screaming.  Puti took it into his head to chase girls, waving the hypodermic. He took a fancy to a little blonde in tight jeans and went after her.  What a show!  The girl ran for her life and dived under a table with him after her yelling, "I'm lettin' you have it, baby." Finally, she scrambled out and zigzagging as she ran, she fell and the crowd went "Aaaahhh!"...a cry of horror. 

     But she got tangled up in some chairs and Puti veered off in another direction.  Two waiters dragged her out and carried her off to a round of general applause and shouts of approval: "Olé! Bravo, those tits."

     A well-stacked, more matronly woman didn't have the same luck. They  went for her head-on and when they jabbed her with the needle, the whole crowd shrieked "Oooooo!" a short, harsh cry of death. 

    The stands became excited.  The motorcycle veered and seemed to be riding off. Two brave guys took out after them, shaking their fists and shouting, "Sonsofbitches, dirty sonsofbitches!" But when  they saw the bike turn around and charge them they leaped to one side, as the others shouted to divert the bull, "Heeee, toro, toro!" 

     Puti went for the closest one.  But the fellow didn't try to run or cover himself with a chair or anything.  He stood as though dazed, waiting.  We all held our breath, giving him up for dead, a thrust to the lung, and a sure tumble, at least.  The bike was upon him, had him, had him, for sure, with the pass on the way...but no, the young fellow standing against a sun umbrella, elegant, brave, composed, raised one arm slowly, draped his jacket over the other arm, and when he and the bike merged in an embrace, he leaned over the handlebars and pivoted.  He swivelled very slowly, very, very slowly, as in the 360-degree swirl of a heavy cape that doesn't sag to the wind, and continued a most beautiful circular transit that never finished ending, that became the air itself and astonishment, a moment that seemed to last hours, fixing time and light into a single everlastingly immobile block. Even the silence was blotted out and when the bike missed its target and we all had returned to life and the afternoon, we couldn't believe that a miracle like that had taken place, such an incredible clash which in scarcely one second was resolved into a moment of eternity.

     "Whooosh!" we all breathed out simultaneously.

     Puti swung around, stopped the bike and for a moment we all appreciated the grandeur of the encounter.  Between the bike, surly, brutal, roaring, mounted by two savage charioteers and the other, a youth, almost a boy, with no more weapons than his courage and instinct.                                                   Then, the solitary hero stepped forward again. He eyed the 

field, occupied his terrain with authority and, stepping directly up to the monster as if the pair had been the target and not the assailant, made ready to confront the charge. 

     We held our breaths once more. There was no sunshade to  protect him, now.  It was a clash of power versus power.  The hoods had learned their lesson and this time it seemed impossible to escape them.

     But the unknown stalwart was no longer just an audacious kid. He was a man, he was all us, all the power of the Plaza, and our spirit. We were wishing him to win out and I am sure that he felt our impulse in his bones. He was as though imbued with a serene 

dignity beyond his scanty years.            

     Puti revved the motor and roared full speed forward.

     When it was too late, impossible to dodge, and the outcry was burning in our throats, the youth raised his arms, contracted his waist as though to launch into a dance step, feinted to the left throwing the driver off, and then with a triumphant half-turn to the right, stole his body out of range of the charge. Again silence reigned and time stood still in obedience to the athlete's beautiful, hypnotic stance on that wheat-and-honey afternoon, the shadows now deepening.

     We all let loose the shout that was pent up inside us. Impossible to hold it back no longer. It mounted from our guts, searing its way out as we spat it into the air. Ooooolééééé!  An olé of liberation and anguish. The youth, clearing the tables with an agile leap disappeared under the arcade.  

    Of course, the public went wild.  "Hero!" they shouted from the balconies.  "Macho man, here's to those noble balls you got, olé!" and an old lady yelled, "Hurrah for your mother!" And they wanted more, my friends, the crowd was beating their hands to a pulp.  A woman threw geraniums from above and a wineskin."  Delirium, a triumphal afternoon in the Plaza.

     At that point, a delivery boy from the local dairy came by, ignorant of the event, deadpan, going about his business, basket on his head, looking at the crowd, when wham! Puti, hysterical, bore down on him and ran him over as Modesto jabbed the needle into his ass. 

     Ahhhhh! the onlookers in a morbid frenzy...  And, shit!, when they saw the poor kid spreadeagled among his milk cartons, rubbing his behind like a monkey in the zoo, they bust their sides laughing, a fun riot.

     Two guys took off their jackets and began to play torero against the motorcycle.  "Hee!" they provoked Puti, "Hee!"

     Shouts egging the protagonists on rained down from the balconies. "Go for it, boys!  Run for it!  Watch out!  No, not that 

way, they'll catch you.  Go around the column, the column!"

     Everything out of control, now.  Puti looked at the kid on the ground and at the crowd out of their skulls and it was as though he  had a seizure, like he had blown his fuses. Then, a free for all. Every man for himself, an incredible brouhaha, the people red as tomatoes, sweating, provoking the two punks in full  flight: "Jab me, you sonofabitch, I got a cast iron ass. Fucking cowards, picking on girls, come after me if you have any balls at all..."

    What an afternoon!  But clearly it was winding down. The crowd was losing their fear of the needle. They began to hem in the pair of punks, who were fading out. They were tired, short of breath, and everybody could see that Modesto's needle was bent worse than  plumber's wire. 

     Then Benito got into action. He was out to get Modesto who had loused up his cushy racket with the slot machine. It's not hard to imagine how he must have hated his guts. It was now or never for him.  His jacket on, drying his hands on his apron, Benito took a motionless, challenging stance as he waited out his objective from a distance.

     Nobody knew what was going on but on seeing the motorcycle come to a stop and, accepting the next installment, whatever it was, they remained quiet and then, little by little, as though unintentionally, formed a circle around the adversaries.  A respectful silence fell.  The public sensed a grudge and understood that this was the moment for settling it.  

     Puti started like a bat out of hell, head down, looking straight ahead so as to offer less wind resistance, but Benito didn't consider those slobs worthy enemies, for he had been seasoned in a thousand small-town bull fights. When they approached him, he faked a banderillero's twist of the body to draw them in close and then fetched the charioteers a tremendous kick on the the  side that left them with their wheels spinning on the ground. 

     That clout would have been sufficient to land them in intensive care but Benito still had to complete his vengeance.  He landed Modesto another pair of monumental kicks, of the kind for packing down sacks of straw.  A massacre.

     The crowd watched the evil beast in action on earth, man, what more fiesta did they need?  It was a Deep South lynching. Punching, biting, kicking...anything went.  They snatched the prey away from Benito, they wanted the victims for themselves.  They tore them to pieces.  Oh! Now the stout lady who had screamed and fainted arrived on the scene. You should have seen her, elbowing her way through, roughhouse style, skirt hiked up to her waist, panties in full view, all modesty overboard. And in she went  with her heels.  The dame was hysterical, laughing, crying, sweating, kicking the hell out of them. I think she was in a state of ecstasy. It was as though she were having a seizure, out of control, screaming, pissing all over herself, nose dripping. I'd say she even came. 

     The police arrived, siren screaming. No use, it was 

unstoppable. The cops went in swinging, but not even that way.  

     Folks, that mob was like a pack of hounds that have floored a deer and are esting their way to the guts. Couldn't be moved.  Out came the nightsticks making it sound like a bass-drum chorus.  No effect.  Now, the hardware. Shots into the air.  What rabble!

     There was blood on the pavement for two days until a rainy night washed it away.

     What happened got Venancio down so that he was like one who'd been on a bad trip, with the d.t.'s.

     He began putting on his wife's Carmelite habit...as a shroud more than anything.  Pancracio, the town cop, would keep an eye on him to see that he didn't get himself hurt.  But it was a foregone conclusion.  It had to happen sooner or later.  Hermógenes summed up the situation with his usual sensitivity:  "The guy already smells like a dead man."

     The parish priest who had gotten him the wife, also got him into an old folks home.  A very good one in the Spanish countryside in Salamanca.  But before the time came he was run over in Atocha.

     In the late afternoon on clear days Madrid drivers heading west are blinded by the sunset.  But don't get the idea that that slows thame down. Quite the contrary, they step on it. I call it the Icarus syndrome.

     Venancio wasn't up to such undertakings as crossing Atocha at that hour.  We all told him so. "Be careful, it's dangerous out there. They'll run you down if you're not careful." He was careless and apagatis lucis. One day in June an insurance salesman did it.

     Well, you can imagine what that meant. A windfall for the Bowtie Dwarf, Valentin, the accountant for the voracious developers trying to grab off the building.  And for the Admiral, of course.  And even the national economy, dammit.  Speculation is the amphetamine of real estate economics.
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