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			Chapter 1


			Roberto arrived home confused, upset and slamming the door behind him. It had been a rough day with his anger taking the best of him. He thought angrily:


			“I won’t stand for this. I won’t be fooled by the person I trusted most. Who could have imagined that after flattering me with praises and patting me on the back, he would end up backstabbing me without mercy or pity?”


			Inside the simply decorated but spacious room, he paced up and down like a jailed beast, allowing his disgust and bad mood to burst out.


			He felt his head heavy, painful, as if his forehead was relentlessly being squeezed by an iron band. His stomach was burning, and the food he had gulped down at lunch over five hours ago hadn’t completely digested yet, causing his throat to feel sour.


			He went to the bathroom and looked for a bottle of anti-acid. Then, he went to the kitchen and added some tablets into the glass with water, drinking it soon after. He felt his body shiver and his face grimaced wryly.


			If only his head didn’t throb so painfully! He needed to calm down. This was a tough situation to face, and Roberto needed to be in good health. He had a family to support. Two kids in school: Carmel, five, and William, seven years old. He had been against the idea of sending Carmel to school when she was only two years old. But his wife, Gabriela, was working and didn’t want to leave her job under any circumstances.


			When they got married, eight years before, he tried to make her leave her job at the company where she worked as a secretary. After all, he had started his own business, which was doing well. But Gabriela was unbending. She wouldn’t leave the job she liked so much. Her independence was very dear to her and she liked earning her own money.


			Roberto didn’t agree. A married woman should take care of her house. He had the means to support and provide for his family. Deep down however, he was jealous.


			Knowing that Gabriela was near other men every day, for most of the day, made him restless and sleepless.


			He had fallen in love with her the first time he laid eyes on her. She was a tall and elegant woman, dark blond hair, green eyes, fleshy red mouth, and well-built. To him, Gabriela represented the epitome of beauty and he was extremely attracted to her.


			When, after much insistence, she accepted to go out on a date with him for the first time, Roberto was the happiest man on earth. They dated for two years. He trusted her. She was an honest and respectful woman. But he distinctly noticed how she drew the attention of men when she walked by indifferently, displaying her beauty.


			He did everything he could to make her give up working after they got married. But she was unyielding:


			- I am not the type of woman that depends on a man. I’ve worked since I was fifteen years old. I would feel awful having to depend on your money. I am quite capable of taking care of myself. On top of that, I don’t like housework. I’m not good at it. So, I’ll continue working after we get married as it’s very important to me.


			- Think about me, how nervous I will be knowing you are there in the middle of so many men. I am sure they hit on you even knowing you are engaged. I can just see what they will do after you are married!


			Gabriela stared at him angry:


			- I am with you because I love you. I chose to marry you. That should be enough. I don’t care about what others think. There’s nothing I can do about their bad intentions. I know what I want for my life and what I am going to do with it. If you can’t understand that, I am sorry, but that only shows you are not prepared to marry me or any other woman.


			Roberto’s heart broke into small pieces, deciding to let it go for now. He knew she could be very stubborn at times. So, despite being refuted, he agreed. He didn’t want to lose her, however, he kept hoping that when she had kids she would end up giving in to him. After all, taking care of kids was very difficult, and most women changed a lot after becoming mothers.


			However Gabriela didn’t change. She had two kids; she planned everything meticulously and managed to continue working. He tried convincing her to stay home, take care of the kids, but she found a day-care center, contrary to what her husband and mother-in-law wanted.


			Ms. Georgina picked on her daughter-in-law because of that. She had never seen such a stubborn and determined woman. But she hid her feelings so her son wouldn’t argue with her. She knew how deeply he was in love with Gabriela. But, with the excuse of missing the kids, she would to go to the day-care center to see if she could unearth any flaws, perhaps a problem that would force her daughter-in-law leave her job and stay home taking care of her children. While the couple was at work during the day, Georgina had the habit of going to their house very frequently with any excuse, just to check if everything was in order.


			The maid pretended she didn’t notice Georgina’s intention when she would go upstairs to the couple’s bedroom and the children’s bedroom, opened the drawers and snooped around looking at everything. Norma smiled, pleased to see the old lady’s frustration at not finding anything to criticize. This, by the way, had become a matter of honor to Norma, who had worked for Gabriela since her wedding and liked her boss very much.


			Gabriela was straightforward, she would speak out and say how she wanted things done and if she didn’t like something, she would call the maid setting things straight very plainly, explaining why she wanted things done in a specific way. She was very demanding, but Norma preferred it that way. And when her work was flawless, she was praised and it was the best prize she could think of because she knew that if it were not good, her mistress would at once say so. Moreover, Norma felt respected. Gabriela talked to her clearly and directly, never talking behind her back as many bosses did.


			When the couple was out, she would do her job even better; wishing Georgina would drop by just to have the satisfaction of staring at her disappointed face after seeing her impeccable housekeeping.


			During all those years of marriage, Roberto had to swallow his jealousy and hide it. Gabriela had never given him any reasons to complain. His clothes were perfectly cared for at all times, the food was great, and the children were healthy, happy and well-fed.


			He sat on a chair and ran his hand over his hair nervously. And now, what would become of him? He would have to talk to his wife and tell her the truth. What would he do for a living?


			He worked with construction supplies. He had a hardware store that specialized in construction materials and he had always dreamed of starting up another company; building houses to sell. He had calculated it for years and he knew that construction was quite profitable. He dreamed about getting rich, improving his life. Maybe then Gabriela would decide to leave her job and, possibly, work with him. It was a way to finally get what he wanted. Why not? If he had a large company she could certainly help him. She would have a good salary and everything would be just fine.


			But he needed capital. Then he met Nelson, a civil engineer who was building a large apartment complex for a company that used to buy construction materials from his shop. They talked a lot. Roberto told him about his projects for the future and Nelson enthusiastically listened to him, helping him to calculate the profits. Soon, a friendship was established between them, and then the engineer and his wife started visiting Roberto’s house.


			Whenever possible, Nelson talked about his projects. There was no way to it could go wrong. It was surely a profitable business. They decided to go into partnership and start up the company. Roberto sold two properties he had, built three rooms and a bathroom next to his shop and set up the new company there.


			Nelson was building an apartment complex with another engineer and so his capital was tied up, then they agreed he would only pay his part as soon as the apartments were sold. Roberto took care of the first expenses and the company was established. Nelson introduced him to the owner of a large property who was interested in constructing a building there. They signed a contract determining that from the thirty-five apartments that would be built, the owner would receive ten as payment for his property.


			Everything seemed just fine. Nelson contributed with a small part of his capital, Roberto with all his savings and the project was underway. They prepared the blueprints, had them approved and started to sell the apartments.


			It was not easy, because the high inflation rates successively forced them to increase the price, but even so they started to come into money and Roberto was very pleased.


			Nelson became his inseparable friend. They used to go to soccer games, car races, restaurants on weekends with their wives. Everything was going quite smoothly. The engineer would say he was taking care of the initial procedures. The land demarcation and the foundations seemed to be in order. Roberto would proudly inspect the site.


			- I can’t wait for the building to start going up. For now it is only a foundation.


			And Nelson would reply, smiling:


			- This is the hardest part, because there’s nothing to see. We need to be patient.


			Soon we will start raising the walls.


			Roberto smiled happy at seeing his name on the sign outside the small sale stand Nelson had prepared. But the days were passing by and Roberto’s impression was that the construction was taking too long. The price was cheap, the apartments were very spacious, so they had already sold twenty-eight units and had received a good amount of money, enough to accelerate the construction, but Nelson would say:


			- I am having a hard time finding qualified manpower. But I am hiring more personnel and we are going to accelerate the project.


			Gabriela would repeatedly tell her husband:


			- If I were you, I would supervise this construction personally. Everything is under Nelson’s control. You trust him too much.


			- There is an accountant taking care of everything.


			- The accountant he found.


			- Stop being so suspicious. Nelson is a gift from heaven. A prominent engineer like him doing business with someone like me, come on woman, think straight.


			- You should know. It is your business.


			- I want you to come to work in our company.


			- Not for the time being. My salary is high and you can’t afford me yet. We can talk about it in due time. It is still too early to decide.


			- You are so stubborn! Why can’t you earn a little less and come help us?


			- Not now. Let’s wait and see.


			- If everything works out, then will you come?


			- We’ll see.


			Roberto ran his hand over his hair again. And now, what would he say?


			A few days before, he had received the summons. Without knowing what it was about, he talked to Nelson, who assured him it was probably some mistake. Two days later, Nelson received a telegram from his father, who lived in the countryside, asking him to visit them because his mother was very ill. Nelson left immediately.


			Why didn’t he notice this fraud? How could he have been so naïve to the point of diving headfirst into that business? He went to the court of appeal and found out that some people who had signed the documents were complaining about the agreement’s noncompliance and were demanding to be refunded. The judge deferred the case and the company would have to comply with the sentence.


			Apprehensive, he went to the bank and discovered that before traveling Nelson had withdrawn all the money from the company’s account. He looked for the accountant and to his amazement he discovered he had also disappeared. He went to the engineer’s flat only to find it empty. He had moved out without leaving a forwarding address.


			In despair Roberto held his head between his hands. Where would he find the money he needed to refund the buyers? If only he had the means to finish the construction and deliver the apartments... but what resources could he use? Their bank account was empty.


			He realized he was ruined. Even selling his shop, he wouldn’t have enough money to pay for what he owed. He would be bankrupted, humiliated, maybe even arrested. He needed to consult a lawyer; he needed to do something. But who could he trust at this moment? The only lawyer he knew had been introduced by Nelson, and he would be the last person he could trust.


			He thought about asking for help. One by one, all his relatives and friends were crossing his mind. But he realized none of them had the means to lend him any money. There was the project. If he could find a partner who could lend the amount of the debt, everything could be worked out. But who would finance the construction? He could sell his part, that is, leave the business without receiving anything. If he could save his shop and pay for the debts, this might be a partial solution!


			But where could he find the right person, someone who, besides having the money, would be interested in a bad business?


			Roberto thought about this over and over again and then made a decision. The first step would be putting an ad in the newspaper. He had some money in his personal account. Then, he would look for a lawyer. Maybe his mother could recommend someone. He got a pencil and paper and wrote the advertisement. Unwavering, he left, and after going to the newspaper, he looked for his mother. Georgina was startled at seeing him so unexpectedly:


			- What are you doing here at this time! Has something happened to the children?


			- No. They are fine. But I need your help.


			- Look at your face! Does it have anything to do with Gabriela?


			- No. It’s about me. I am desperate. Something terrible happened. I need a good lawyer. Do you know one?


			- A lawyer! For God’s sake! What have you done?


			- Nothing. I didn’t do anything. I was swindled! Nelson ran away with the company’s money and the judge sentenced me to pay back the buyers every last cent! I am ruined!


			- My God! That’s what happens when one is greedy! Why so much ambition? Weren’t you just fine with what you had?


			- It was obviously a mistake asking for your help. What I need now is help, not criticism. Had I known who I was dealing with I would have never gone into this business. He is an engineer for Pete’s sake! I never thought he could do something like this, he outsmarted me.


			Roberto stood up nervously and said:


			- I am leaving. It was a mistake coming here.


			- Don’t go. Let’s talk it over and see what we can do. Go on, tell me what happened.


			Roberto told her the facts in detail while Georgina shook her head as if guessing the tragic end of his story, which made Roberto even more nervous.


			- What I need now is a good lawyer, do you to know one? That’s all I want right now.


			But she didn’t seemed to hear him:


			- What did Gabriela say?


			- She doesn’t know yet. What about the lawyer? Do you know one or not?


			- Not a reliable one. The hardest thing is finding an honest lawyer. They are always trying to fool us. They know the laws, and we don’t.


			- This is not very helpful mom. I am leaving.


			- Wait a minute. I’ll make some coffee. You need to calm down.


			- I’m in no mood to wait for anything. I am leaving to see what I can do.


			She made a fuss asking him to calm down but Roberto left feeling his despair soaring. He stopped at a newsstand and bought a newspaper. In the classified section, he looked for law offices. He would have to take a risk with the ads. He had no time to waste.


			After choosing an office downtown, he went there. There was one person inside the lawyer’s office and another one in the waiting room. He would have to wait.


			He looked around noticing that it was not fancy but sober and rather decent. The last thing he would look for was a fancy lawyer that he couldn’t afford. On the other hand, a rundown lawyer wouldn’t inspire much trust either. It would be a sign he didn’t have many clients and, was probably not efficient.


			He squirmed nervously on the chair. It seemed he had chosen well. One and a half hours later, when he entered the lawyer’s office, he could barely wait any longer.


			Mr. Paulo seemed to be about thirty-five, tall, strong face with well-defined


			Features. His dark brown eyes seemed lighter when he fixed his eyes on him smiling.


			Sitting down, Roberto sighed deeply and told him the whole story. The lawyer listened to him attentively, which made Roberto feel comfortable and understood.


			- Today my world fell apart – he concluded. – I am lost and I don’t know what to do. I regret having trusted him so much, I feel like a fool, an idiot that was easily tricked. The worst thing is that my wife doesn’t know anything yet. Telling her will be unbearable. She was always suspicious of him.


			- I can imagine how you feel. But now you need to get a good grip on your emotions and look for a solution. The law offers you a few alternatives. Have you pressed charges to the police?


			- Police? Of course not. What a scandal. I don’t want to go through this, it’s so embarrising.


			- Pride is the enemy of good common sense. You need to document the embezzlement. Although it will not revoke your debt, it may ease things for you with the judge. You need to prove you were tricked and didn’t act in bad faith.


			- Of course I didn’t. I was tricked and swindled!


			- The judge may think you and your partner planned this together, in order to cheat these people and then share the money.


			- I am an honest man! I would never do that!


			- I believe you, but the judge may not. He doesn’t know you and he needs all the information to rule with justice. Your lawyer will need documents for the appeal, and the most important one is the formal complaint at the police station in order to have the embezzlement in writing.


			- I see. So I’ll need to do this, won’t I?


			- It is just the first step. Then, you can visit the creditors, one by one, tell them the truth and ask for some time to pay them back, which can be done in installments, according to your conditions.


			- If I have to sell my shop, I won’t have the means to pay them back.


			- This will be a good argument to use with your creditors. They want to get their money back. You need to show goodwill and the desire to pay them back. A well-made agreement could benefit both parties.


			- Do you think we can pull this off?


			- Your lawyer can try.


			- I don’t have a lawyer. I mean, only the one recommended by my partner. I don’t feel like looking for him. I came to see you through your ad in the newspaper. I liked you. I think you can help me and I would like to hire you. But how can I pay you now? My situation couldn’t get worse if I tried. Maybe you could wait until things improve, I will pay you then.


			Paulo answered smiling:


			- You can pay my fees at the end.


			- In that case, I am very grateful.


			- I’ll tell you what we will do: I’ll prepare a power of attorney, as usual, and then we will go to the police station to press charges officially. What information do you have on your partner?


			- I don’t know where he is.


			- That’s not what I mean. I mean his full name, age, documents, etc.


			- It  must be in the company. Besides the written agreement, I have the documents for the sale of the apartments. I can get those easily.


			- Can you get these documents now?


			- Yes, I can.


			The lawyer called his secretary and gave her some instructions and handed her Roberto’s documents. While they waited, he asked for some coffee. Roberto felt better and a bit more encouraged.


			He took a picture from his wallet and showed it to the lawyer.


			- These are my children. And this is my wife. I work and live for them. I don’t know how to break this to Gabriela.


			- The less drama, the better.


			- What do you mean?


			- If you want them to accept the truth calmly, you need to present the facts plainly, tell them what happened but refrain from moaning.


			- After what happened, how can I do that?


			- You have already endured this blow, but increasing your family’s suffering is not going to help at all. Nothing is going to change. If you want to spare your wife, the best thing is to keep your cool and a clear head, showing her you took all possible measures and that you are in control and doing everything you can to unravel this. It’s really important. What’s the point of upsetting your family if you don’t need to?


			Roberto was thoughtful and didn’t answer. Easy for the lawyer to say this since it was not his problem. But he, who had been a victim, didn’t feel calm enough to talk about it without losing control. His life was falling apart, how could he be calm?


			After signing the power of attorney, Roberto, together with Paulo, went to the company; got the necessary documents and then went to the police station to press charges.


			Roberto felt destroyed. He had always been so committed, so honest and now he would have to undergo this terrible situation. He had the impression that the police officer was mocking him while he typed the statements. He felt like running away and giving up. However, his lawyer’s upright and serious demeanor gave him the courage to continue.


			When they left the police station, Roberto took a handkerchief to dry the sweat on his face. It had been very painful to press charges. They were approached by a reporter standing by the door who wanted more information about the case. Roberto wanted to leave without saying anything, but Paulo didn’t let him. He explained the situation while the reporter wrote everything down.


			When they left, Roberto asked:


			- Why did you stop to talk to them? Now it’s going to be in the newspaper. I didn’t want anybody to know about it, how humiliating!


			- On the contrary. They’d better know the truth. There is no way to cover it up. The creditors will surely come out with it and the news will spread one way or another. Don’t forget you didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t rob anyone. There is nothing to be ashamed of. You were cheated. You are paying for being naïve. Making a mistake is only human. And, the more we make public the embezzlement and the fact that your partner ran away, the more you will be spared. You were the biggest victim. Everybody will feel sorry for you, even your creditors. This is essential when dealing with them.


			Despite feeling humiliated, Roberto had to agree. He was his lawyer and he knew what he was doing. They said goodbye and scheduled a meeting for the following day.


			It was already evening when Roberto arrived home. On the way home he was struggling to control his emotions, preparing himself to break the news to Gabriela as Paulo had recommended. He was right. Scaring his family wouldn’t help at all.


			But as soon as he entered his house, he noticed it wouldn’t be possible.


			Georgina was there and as soon as she saw him, she ran towards him saying:


			- Thank God you are back! It is late, I thought you had done something stupid;


			that something awful had happened! I’m so relieved to see you!


			Gabriela was standing behind her, the children clutching her legs looking very frightened.


			- Didn’t I tell you that you were overreacting? It is nothing. Let’s calm down.


			Roberto deeply regretted having looked for his mother, and said:


			- It was nothing. Why are you so frightened? It is all right. Everything is under control.


			- But, son, didn’t you tell me your partner ran away with all the money and that now you will have to pay the buyers?


			- Mother, let’s leave this subject for later. I am tired. You didn’t need to talk about it now.


			- Do you mean there’s nothing to worry about? You go to my house, desperate, worry me to death and now you tell me everything is all right and I didn’t need to talk about it? What do you mean? Do you think I don’t care? I worry about what happens to my family. Or do you think I don’t?


			- I know you are worried and concerned about us. But look, the children are nervous. It’s not the end of the world, mom. Let’s calm down. We can talk some other time.


			Gabriela stared at them angrily. Why had her husband looked for his mother rather than talking to her, his wife? If he had gone to her, she wouldn’t have to put up with her mother-in-law, who made her leave her job earlier, telling her that Roberto was ruined and about to commit suicide.


			Gabriela wanted to kick her mother-in-law out of her house, and sis all she could to control herself, because it would be worse for the children to see another scene. She was pale and nervous. She went back to the kitchen to prepare dinner.


			Roberto noticed how upset Gabriela was. He knew that controlled look, that look that foreshadowed a storm. What he needed to do was to take his mother away from there, so he made her sit in the living room and tried talking to her calmly, in spite of being at the limit of exhaustion.


			- Mother, I found an excellent lawyer and we are working on it. You’d better calm down. I am very tired and I would really appreciate it if you let us rest. I want to take a shower, have dinner and go to bed. Tomorrow I’ll go to your house and we can talk.


			Georgina’s eyes filled with tears as she said:


			- You know I am on your side! I am your mother, and anything that happens to you is as if it were happening to me.


			- I know, mom. I am sorry I worried you. Go home and rest. Tomorrow I’ll go and I’ll tell you everything in details.


			- You aren’t going to do anything stupid, are you? I was so afraid!


			- No, I swear. I am calm, can’t you see? You may go in peace.


			- All right. In that case I’ll leave.


			She went to the kitchen, said goodbye to her daughter-in-law, kissed the children and left. When the door closed behind her, Roberto sank into the couch, exhausted. He still had to talk to Gabriela. He went to the kitchen, where she was preparing dinner.


			- I am sorry, Gabriela. Everything went wrong.


			Suddenly, his tension transformed into tears he couldn’t control as they rolled down his face. Gabriela looked straight at him and said firmly:


			- I know everything. Don’t say a word. Go upstairs and try to control yourself. The children are stressed and have been through too much for today. Don’t make things even worse.


			Roberto was offended. He had expected her to comfort him. Seeing the children back in the kitchen, he ran to the bedroom and after closing the door he let out his frustration, rage, and disappointment, crying unashamedly.


			Then, when he had calmed down, he looked in the mirror and felt ashamed of himself. His eyes were red and swollen. He couldn’t appear like that in front of the children. He had a shower, turned the light off and lay down.


			Gabriela entered the room and told him the children had already had dinner and gone to bed.


			- Do you want to eat?


			- Thanks but I am not hungry.


			- Do you want to talk?


			- I just want to say I am very sorry about what happened to us today. I’m a wreck and very ashamed. You were right. Why didn’t I see this coming?


			- I’ll fetch you a sleeping pill. You need to sleep and rest.


			- Don’t you want to know everything that happened?


			- I already know most of it.


			- I spoke to a lawyer. He took the case and told me what to do. We will see what can be done. I hope I don’t have to sell the shop. You can be sure I will do everything I can to get out of this mess.


			- All right.


			- Aren’t you angry? Aren’t you going to blame me?


			- Let’s not talk about it now.


			- But you are angry. I know you are.


			- I am doing my best to control myself. No more discussion for now. We can talk about it later, when we are calmer.


			- I want you to forgive me. I was wrong. I was naïve. I ruined everything.


			- Now you are trying to fix it. All right, it’s enough. We’ll talk later. I am tired and need to sleep.


			Roberto tried to talk to her, but she didn’t want to listen to him. She gave him the sleeping pill and he soon fell asleep. She, however, on the opposite side of the bed, felt drained and empty, although she tried to put it aside, she couldn’t and it prevented her from relaxing and sleeping.


		




		

			Chapter 2


			Roberto glanced at the newspaper, disheartened. It was hard. He didn’t have a formal profession. He had always been self employed, his own business. He hadn’t gone to college.


			- There are plenty of people with college diplomas that don’t make it in life. They scarcely make a living and can barely survive – that’s what he used to say to justify having stopped studying when he finished high school. – It is better knowing the market from the inside than learning it in school.


			However, his know-how wasn’t enough to land him a job to earn what he needed to support his family.


			The lawyer helped him and made an effort to control the creditors, dividing the debt into installments, trying to share the loss. But he hadn’t been too successful. The judge had already determined and the buyers didn’t want any type of agreement.


			In fact, Roberto had to sell his shop and was also stuck with the installments he would have to pay for the next five years.


			He reserved some money to keep his family going for two months. He expected to find a job during this period. However, three months had already gone by and he still had not found a job and though he saved the most he could, his reserve soon dried up.


			Roberto had always been proud to say that Gabriela only worked because she liked working but that he didn’t need her money. But now they were living from her salary and he felt humiliated for having to ask her money even to buy the newspaper or to have a haircut.


			Moreover, he wasn’t able to pay the installments of the rest of his debt and the creditors were always after him, some of them even saying he was cheating them, and that since he owned a nice house he could very well sell it.


			Roberto was anguished. The house was his family’s only guarantee. If he were forced to sell it, where would they go? Renting a house, even more modest than his, was expensive and without a job, how could he afford it?


			He resisted. He wouldn’t sell the house. At least they had a place to live without having to pay rent.


			He read the job section in the newspaper again, hoping to find something. The companies wanted CVs and at least two years of experience, and he didn’t have any of these things.


			Gabriela helped him to prepare his CV, highlighting his experience as a manager of the construction supply shop. Thanks to this, some companies called him for an interview. However, when they saw he had always been the owner and he had lost everything, they would not hire him.


			Desperate, he told his wife:


			- I think I shouldn’t mention I was the owner. How can they trust someone that went bankrupt? They will think I don’t understand anything about the business.


			Gabriela tried to rewrite the CV, but to say he had been employed, it was necessary to give the name of the companies he had worked for, and it was impossible to leave this information out.


			Roberto thought about becoming a salesman. He thought of himself as a talented salesperson, his negotiation skills had helped him get the money to start up his business. But it was hard even in the sales area. He couldn’t find anything. If only he had money to start up his own business in any area!


			Gabriela had some savings. She had already spent part of it, but she refused to spend the rest. What if the children got ill? And what if he took long to find a job? No. She felt safer keeping some money just in case.


			Roberto didn’t have the courage to ask her for this sacrifice, especially since it wasn’t all that much and certainly not enough to resolve his problem. He really needed to find a job. But how?


			The doorbell rang and he opened it. It was Georgina, who entered saying:


			- I came to see you. I am worried. Haven’t you found a job yet?


			- It is hard, mom. I don’t know what else to do.


			- If I had some money, I would give it to you, so that you could open another business. But unfortunately, your father left me with very little. I can barely get by with my retirement money. If it weren’t for your sister’s help, I wouldn’t have enough to live on.


			- I know, mom. I’ll find a way. Don’t worry. I’ll find a job eventually. This can’t go on forever.


			- If only your brother-in-law weren’t such a miser, I could talk to Gina. But he is such a cheapskate that even she has a hard time getting any money from him.


			- I am not going to bother the family. I got in trouble and I have to find a way out.


			- In any case, I know Nando has some money saved. He has a nice salary and a good life. You could talk to him and see if he can find you a job in the company he works for.


			- I won’t, mom. He’s a snob. Ever since he married Gina, he has never liked to be around us. He has rich friends, goes to fancy places and he never passes the opportunity to say that those who don’t go to college are ignorant. I always felt he didn’t like the business I was in. He’s a pseudo-intellectual. I prefer starving than asking him for anything. And, please, don’t mention my situation to Gina. I don’t want to give him that satisfaction.


			- Your sister already knows everything. You bankruptcy was in the newspaper; everybody knows about it. And besides, pride doesn’t put food on the table. Beggars can’t be choosers. We need to learn how to be humble.


			- But I am not being proud mom. I can ask anyone for help, except for Nando. And, please, stop saying my company went bankrupt. I don’t like it.


			- But isn’t it the truth? You filed for bankruptcy, even though it didn’t work.


			- I know. But you don’t need to keep repeating it. It’s going to rain and I need to get the clothes outside, they are almost dry now.


			- How awful! Do you really need to do this? This is not a man’s work!


			- I need to and I will do it, otherwise the clothes will get soaked. They are already dry.


			He went out with a basket and collected the clothes. Georgina looked on disapprovingly. The first rain drops were already falling when he returned inside home and placed the basket over the kitchen table.


			Georgina’s eyes filled with tears as she said:


			- My poor dear! How humiliating. Your wife should be doing these chores.


			He got upset.


			- Gabriela is at work and if you must know, we are living on her salary. If it weren’t for her job, we wouldn’t have enough to eat.


			- That ungrateful Norma, as soon as the money ran out so did she.


			- She didn’t leave, mom. We can’t afford her, so she found some other houses to clean and make some money. When she is at home, she does her job as usual.


			- You mean she sleeps here without paying anything for it? She is taking advantage of you!


			- You are being wicked. She gets home tired but even so she helps Gabriela with the housework.


			- I bet Gabriela would like you to do everything.


			- I am here while they are working. I don’t know how to do housework, but if I did, I would. There is nothing wrong with that. But since I never learned, I’m not much help.


			Georgina looked at her son feeling sorry for him.


			- Didn’t you find anything in the newspaper?


			- I highlighted a few things. Let’s see – he lied, hoping she would give him a break and leave.


			- I’ll talk to some friends to see if I can get you anything.


			- Mom, please don’t do that. Leave it to me. I can take care of everything.


			She shrugged and looked out the window. Outside the rain was falling strogly, washing the sidewalk.


			- I need to wait for the rain to stop.


			He sighed and asked:


			- I’ll make you some coffee, want some?


			- Now you are also making the coffee?


			He pretended not to hear her. He filled the kettle with water, got the coffeepot, the strainer, the cups, sugar and placed everything on the table. He wanted to scream at her and make her leave in the rain. Why did she have to be so irritating?


			He controlled himself. After all, she wasn’t the one to blame, he was and he had lost everything. She was his mother and he had to respect her.


			He prepared the coffee, served it and they drank it in silence. When the rain let up she left, he sat down on a chair, his head between his hands.


			Tears streamed down his face and he let them fall freely. He felt destroyed. Why had life done this to him? Why?


			He had always been honest, a hard worker playing by the rules. He respected all the rules of society and had never done anything against anybody. On the contrary, whenever he could, he helped others. Why was God punishing him? What if he didn’t find a job? What would he do with his life? He hated depending on his wife for his expenses. This was the greatest humiliation he could think of.


			He dried his eyes. The rain had ceased. It was nearly five o’clock and he needed to pick up the children from school. He had to do it when Norma was out working. He went to the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. His eyes were red. He couldn’t go out like that. He looked for the eye drops, put a few drops in each eye, washed his face and even put on some of Gabriela’s make-up to cover the redness of his eyelids. He combed his hair and left.


			When he came back with his children, Norma was already in the kitchen.


			- I am glad you brought in the clothes I left on the clothesline. I was working at


			Mrs. Zilda’s house and thinking about the clothes. I was afraid you would forget.


			While she prepared dinner, Roberto played with his children. It was nearly seven o’clock when Gabriela arrived. She looked at her husband’s face and soon noticed he had cried. He pretended to be fine, playing with the kids. However, he could fool anyone, except her.


			If only his mood would pick up! She was tired, but this didn’t keep her from taking care of her family. What really bothered her was her husband’s attitude of being a victim.


			She did what she could and felt good for being able to help in such a grim situation. But he always looked dissatisfied.


			Of course she understood he couldn’t be happy in such a situation. But what was the point in making things even worse by walking around looking so helpless? It really irritated her. She could have never imagined her husband was so weak. He had always been self-sufficient, working in his own company, making decisions, always knowing what to do. Why had he changed so much?


			Being cheated by a scoundrel could happen to anyone, but getting so depressed and ruminating on it just aggravated the problem. She even began to think this was the reason he couldn’t find a job. A friend told her that when a person is filled with bad energy, everything goes wrong. Roberto’s energy was in shambles. She could feel it. She didn’t want to be near him. When he approached her, she would even feel a kind of aversion. Why? She had married him for love. She thought she loved her husband. So, what was going on with her? The fact that Roberto was going through a difficult phase didn’t bother her. He was young, healthy, and had his entire life ahead of him. He had set up his own business once, so he could do it again. He just needed to stop moaning.


			But his face was full of sorrow. He was embarrassed when she gave him money.


			Why could she accept money from him when he had it but he couldn’t accept it from her, now that he needed it?


			Being the practical woman Gabriela was, she couldn’t understand why Roberto was making so much drama. Their home was gloomy and seemed heavy, and he was always upset and withdrawn. When he said something it was always to complain. She was getting tired of it. After all, she thought, nobody is made of iron. I work and work and when I get home there isn’t a single moment of happiness? How much of this can I take?


			She pretended not to notice and went to prepare dinner while Norma took care of the clothes. There was much to be ironed.


			She served the food, washed the dishes, saw William’s homework. Took


			a shower and sent the children to bed. Norma was still ironing.


			- You must be tired. Just iron the clothes we’ll need tomorrow and leave the rest for another day.


			- No, tomorrow this pile of clothes will be even bigger and I’ll never finish it. I can’t sleep thinking about this basket full of clothes.


			- Whatever Norma, I am going to bed.


			- If I leave the radio really low, is it going to bother you? Music keeps me company and I don’t notice time passing by.


			- No. To tell you the truth, I would like to go to bed and listen to some music, too. But lately Roberto isn’t sleeping well. If I leave the radio on, he won’t sleep.


			- Mr. Roberto is very nervous. When I arrived home this evening, he looked awful... I think it was after he talked to his mother. When I turned the corner, I saw her leaving the house.


			- Are you sure it was her?


			- Yes, I am.


			Gabriela sighed. So, that was it. That woman had a way of making Roberto feel even more depressed than usual. If only she left them alone!


			- Unfortunately, I can’t do anything. I don’t want to interfere in their relationship. I avoid her as much as I can.


			- I’m sure she upset Mr. Roberto. He’s already sad enough with this awful


			situation...


			- Sadness will not fix the problem. What he needs is to stand up straight.


			- He’s trying Ms. Gabriela. But it’s been so hard lately. Every day there are more and more people unemployed.


			- Thank God you are my friend and help me. I am taking note of everything I owe you, and as soon as things get better I’ll pay you. I don’t know what I would do without your help.


			- I feel fine here. I’ll stay here for as long as you want me.


			- As far as I’m concerned, you can stay here for the rest of your life.


			- If it weren’t for the money I need to send my mother every month, I wouldn’t work in other houses. I don’t like to see you so tired and then working so much around the house.


			- You are such a helpful girl, so nice. But if a good man appears in your life you’ll end up getting married and leaving us.


			- It is not going to happen. I’ve already made too many mistakes in my life.


			I like dating, I have a good time, but I don’t want to live with a man ever again. I’ve had enough. I’ve been through a lot.


			Gabriela smiled. Norma was objective and straight-forward. She didn’t let herself get fooled by anyone. She was a strong and practical woman. She knew what she wanted.


			- You can fall in love again!


			- Falling in love is great! I have nothing against it. But living together, I don’t want that anymore. I want the best part from love, which is dating, when everything is beautiful and nice. But the mess starts when a couple decides to live together. I’m already forty, I am single and free. I stay in a relationship while it’s still good; when it starts to go sour, I leave.


			- If you were married, if you had children, you wouldn’t think like that.


			- Yes, I would. If my son were small, he would go with me; if he were grown up, he would have to choose. There is nothing in this world that can make me stay chained to someone I can’t stand.


			- You are brave.


			- I am. I face whatever life sends me. I don’t fear anything anymore. When


			I left Albino and came to work here, I was in bad shape, I was thin, destroyed, tired, and disillusioned with what he put me through. I swore to myself that no man would ever do that to me again. And indeed, no one will. I loved him very much. What a dark handsome man and a great dancer. When we went dancing, the other girls were always staring at him; you should have seen that. But when I realized he was cheating on me with Marli, I didn’t think twice. I dumped him at once.


			- But didn’t you like him anymore?


			- I loved him very much. At first I suffered like an caged animal. Ophelia told me I was being silly for setting him free to be with Marli, and that I should have held onto him at any price. But I didn’t listen to her. I did what I wanted, but then a funny thing happened. He was all kindness to me, making all kinds of excuses to not go out. He never wanted to see Marli again. He was after me all the time, even bothering me.


			- So did you forgive him?


			- No way! When this happened I got sick of him. Passion was gone. To this very day he still can’t believe it. When I walk by him with Mario, he just stares at us... I pretend I don’t see him. Mario knows we dated in the past and gets nervous when he sees him.


			Gabriela laughed.


			- Every woman should learn from you. Do you really like Mario? Aren’t you with him just to make Albino jealous?


			- No. I really like Mario. He understands me and he is such a good lover. I’ll stay with him while it’s good.


			Gabriela looked at Norma, saying:


			- I like your stories, they relax me. I was so tense. Thank you.


			- I noticed. You know, Ms. Gabriela, don’t take life so seriously. Everything passes in this world. Mr. Roberto will find a job soon, he’ll be happier and everything will be better. The secret to happiness is choosing comedy and giving up drama. If you only knew how much I want to burst out laughing when I see Ms. Georgina faking it and snooping through the drawers to find something wrong! It is hard to hold it in. She makes such a funny face!


			- I often feel like kicking her out of here. But I respect her because of Roberto.


			- Try looking at her differently and seeing how funny she is! I assure you your disgust will pass. Now, the difficult thing will be to keep back your laughter.


			Gabriela shook her head saying:


			- Norma, you are such a fiend! Finding Ms. Georgina funny when she can be so irritating, only you.


			- Try doing it, Ms. Gabriela. What’s the point in getting angry if you can’t do anything about it, and if you have to be near her because of Mr. Roberto? Spare yourself, Ms. Gabriela. Take care of your health and your inner peace. See her as a joke and you’ll see your irritation disappear. Now, I even like it when she comes over just so I can have the pleasure of seeing her face when she can’t find anything wrong to complain about.


			- I wish I were like you. You are always in such a good mood.


			- Life is really good, but there are many ways to see it. It depends on which side you are. I repeat: I prefer comedy to drama and it has always helped me. Even with movies, television, and the radio, I prefer what is funny, what cheers me up.


			- You like love stories, I know that.


			- Oh yeah, very much. But sometimes it annoys me, especially when the girl is silly and suffers like a wet doll. I don’t like weak people.


			- Me neither. But sometimes you are mistaken with people. You think they are strong and then get disappointed when you realize they are weak.


			- Nobody is weak, Ms. Gabriela. Everybody has inner strength, but they weaken, they want everything to come to them easily, expecting others to do everything for them and eventually end up forgetting they have it in them. But that strength is in there. When life challenges somebody, when it creates a tough situation like an illness or a serious accident, then they find it very fast.


			Do you remember Claudia? She was always complaining, always depending on her husband, saying she was sick, weak and that she couldn’t do anything at home. Her poor husband used to come home tired from work and still had to prepare dinner. Then one day that wardrobe fell on top of her son and the boy was stuck under it, she was all alone. When the neighbors arrived, she had already taken him out. Nobody knows where she found the strength to lift such a heavy wardrobe. And later it took two men to put it back.


			- I always asked myself how such a weak woman managed to do that!


			- It’s because when a person repeats that over and over that she is weak, she ends up believing it. But it is only an illusion. The strength is there. Just pull it out and it comes easily. That’s why I don’t like people who pretend to be weak. It is all a lie, just to have others do things for them. When you don’t play into their illusion, they turn against you. Then, you’d better take care: even with all their weakness, they bite hard.


			- You are so right. That is it.


			- I have my way of seeing things and I have never regretted it. I live my life the way I like it.


			Gabriela smiled and nodded her head agreeing.


			- I’ll go to bed now. Good night.


			- Good night, Ms. Gabriela.


			When she entered the bedroom, she noticed that Roberto wasn’t sleeping despite his eyes being closed. She washed, put on her nightdress and lay down.


			He tried to hug her, but she turned to the other side, pretending not to notice. She was tired and in no mood to hear to any more complaints.


				He put his arm around her, saying:


			- Are you very tired?


			- Yes, I am. Tomorrow I have to get up very early and do some stuff before leaving for work.


			He sighed anguished.


			- I have the feeling you are avoiding me. I recognize I haven’t been good company lately but I have been under a lot of stress.


			She sighed.


			- It is just your impression.


			- No, it is not. You are avoiding me. Sometimes I think you are angry with me. You look at me so differently...


			- You are mistaken.


			- I know I was wrong, and naïve. I let that scoundrel fool me. But, what the hell, it was not on purpose. I haven’t found a job yet. It is hard because I don’t have a real career, but I am trying hard.


			- I know that. I am not blaming you for anything.


			- You may not say it, but I can feel that that deep inside you are blaming me. It really hurts me.


			Gabriela tried to control herself. It was almost one o’clock; she would have to get up at six. She needed to sleep at least a few hours to be in good shape. Looking well and being pleasant was part of her work as a secretary.


			She tried being nice:


			- You are nervous and imagining things. Let’s get some sleep because it is late.


			- I never thought you would react like this. When I had money, you were loving and treated me well. Now that I am in this situation, needing your support, you barely talk to me. What is it? Don’t you like me anymore?


			Now he had gone too far. Gabriela sat up, turned on the bedside lamp and stared at her husband angrily:


			- I am trying to avoid a discussion, but if you insist, let me tell you this. It’s not the lack of money that bothers me. What irritates me is to see you moaning all the time, as if you were handicapped, disabled and incapable. No matter how hard I try to help you, you are always the victim, as if the world was a tragedy and there was nothing you could do to change it.


			Roberto was taken by surprise, he blushed.


			- I can’t be happy going through a crisis like this.


			- If you can’t feel happy, at least pretend to be, because the children and I, and even Norma, have the right to live in a pleasant home. Where is your strength? Where is the man that made it on his own, setting up his own business and building two houses?


			- What do you expect from me after what happened?


			- I’d like you to show me your willingness and not this pitiful face, begging for our pity, our appreciation, trying to erase your own feelings of guilt. Is your pride so big that you honestly can’t admit you were tricked by a scoundrel just like anybody else?


			- You are demoralizing me.


			- No, I am not. I am telling you the truth. It hurts, but it’s high time you realize how much you are putting yourself down with this attitude, you are not a martyr. Get over it. Leave the past in the past. Now, you have to at least try to restart and go after what you want with courage. But you can’t let go, can you. All you do is think about it, feeling sorry for yourself, drowning in despair and self pity. How do you think you’ll ever find a job like this? Who is going to trust you if not even you believe in yourself?


			- You are being cruel.


			- You asked for it. I didn’t want to say anything.


			- I was right. You are really angry at me.


			- I am and you are making things worse.


			- You are disappointed in me. I am not the man you expected me to be.


			- If this is how you are going to react, then let’s drop it. Let’s sleep. I have to get up at six o’clock.


			- You don’t need to remind me that you leave early and I stay home, sleeping until late.


			Gabriela frowned annoyed.


			- You know what? It’s no use talking to you. I am going to sleep on the couch, in the children’s bedroom.


			She took her pillow, got some blankets from the wardrobe and walked out of the bedroom.


			Roberto wanted to go after her, but didn’t. He didn’t want to make a scene and wake the children up. He turned the lamp off and tried to sleep. His head was aching and he felt crushed. Why him, why was this happening to him? Why?


			Tears rolled down his face and he let them flow freely. He didn’t notice the dark shadows approaching, enveloping him. He felt his anguish increasing while he was engulfed by gloomy thoughts:


			“She doesn’t love me! She never loved me. I’ve been a fool all these years! If she wanted me, she would act differently now that I am down. I never thought the woman I love, the mother of my children, whom I have always respected and been faithful to, could treat me like this. My mother is right. She is self-sufficient. Maybe she likes someone else! I don’t know, in that office, with so many well-to-do men all the time. Maybe she is different because she already found someone else!”


			At this thought, Roberto ground his teeth angrily. Why did he let her get a job? If he had forced her to leave her job when they got married, she would be at home now, as every wife should be.


			He was so taken by the dark energy around him that he didn’t even consider that if she weren’t working, they could very well be starving. He only had eyes for his jealousy, his disgust and the pain that came with it.


			He kept turning in bed without being able to sleep. He heard when Gabriela got up, went to the kitchen to prepare breakfast and put everything on the kitchen table, as she did every morning before leaving for work. He didn’t have the courage to get up. He stayed there, immersed in his despair, wishing he could just dissapear.


			He heard when she left and only then he got up. The children were still in bed. He washed up and went to the kitchen. Norma was in the laundry putting some clothes in the washing machine.


			He got a cup of coffee and sat down. He was not hungry. His life was over. Even if he found a job, how could he forget Gabriela’s attitude? She didn’t understand his pain. How could he smile and be happy after all he was going through?


			“It’s in hard times we really know those around us”, he thought. “If she cared for me, she wouldn’t deny me her love now.”


			Norma entered the kitchen and saw Roberto’s dismal face. Gabriela had slept in the children’s room. They had argued, that’s for sure. She pretended she didn’t notice anything. She didn’t like to interfere in other people’s life.


			Roberto, seeing her coming in, thought:


			“Gabriela and Norma are very close. They talk like friends. If Gabriela is cheating on me, Norma must know about it. She may even help to cover it up. Women are very united with these things.”


			He looked suspiciously at Norma, who was doing the washing up.


			- Aren’t you going out to work today?


			- Only in the afternoon. I am going to iron at Ms. Veridiana’s house. I will rush with my chores here, prepare lunch, clean up and take the children to school. I just can’t pick them up. Can you?


			- Yes, I can. Don’t worry.


			- I want to leave everything ready, so Ms. Gabriela won’t have to do anything when she gets back from work.


			- She has been under a lot of stress lately.


			- It is temporary. We all have our ups and downs.


			- She is very different, don’t you think?


			- No, sir. She’s the same as always. Just a little tired. I want to find a way to make her rest more.


			- She doesn’t accept our situation.


			- Ms. Gabriela is a very brave woman. She is doing everything she can to help.


			- You understand each other very well, don’t you? You are good friends.


			- Yes, sir. I like working here very much.


			- Does she ever tell to you what happens in the office?


			- No, sir. Why are you asking?


			- Because I thought that maybe she tells you how things are at work. After all, you talk so much...


			Norma looked at him seriously. Why was he asking her those questions? What did he want to know?


			- I am not Ms. Gabriela’s confidant; if that is what you want to know. I sometimes tell her my problems.


			- It would only be natural if she told you hers.


			- But she doesn’t.


			He didn’t say anything else. Norma’s voice didn’t encourage him to continue. If she knew anything, he would need to be very cunning to find out. She was smart and seemed unwilling to spill the beans.


			- I’m going out to buy the newspaper.


			- It’s right here, I bought it when I went to buy bread. It is over by the table in the living room.


			Roberto went to get it. He needed to find something to do. He couldn’t keep his arms crossed while his marital life was going to shambles. And also, he had his dignity to think about. He couldn’t continue living at his wife’s expense. That was the reason she had lost respect for him and told him all those things. He needed to show her that he could support his family and didn’t need to beg for her money. After last night’s scene, he couldn’t accept a single cent from her. He would have to find a way, do anything to get some money for his expenses without having to ask her for anything.


			Until that moment he had been looking for a job that allowed him to keep his


			family in the same standard they were used to. But, under such circumstances, he would accept anything, as long as he didn’t need to ask his wife for money. He had his pride and he wouldn’t give it up. Quite resolute, he opened the newspaper and started reading all the ads, without discriminating any of them. He took note of some that seemed better.


			He looked for Norma:


			- I am leaving now.


			- Will you come for lunch?


			- I don’t think so.


			- But you will pick the children up at school, right?


			- Yes, I will. Don’t worry.


			He left and put his hand inside his pocket. He had only small change. He bit his lips angrily. It should be enough for the bus at least. This was embarrassing. He had always been honest and a hard worker and now he was reduced to this.


			Life was wretched and unfair. While he, who had always been righteous, was going through mountains of difficulties, that thief Nelson was probably taking it easy, having a good life. The police were useless and hadn’t done much to find him. Every time he went to the police station, he heard the same thing: they were looking, but the engineer had disappeared. They even suspected he had left the country.


			Roberto ran his hand over his hair to chase away unpleasant thoughts. Why had life punished him so much? Not even his wife respected him anymore. Of course, he was down and under. But she had to stand by him. How could Gabriela love him when she saw him as incompetent, incapable of supporting his family? Love comes with admiration, he thought. Women only love a man they can admire. And he was a failure. Even in bed he had failed the week before. This had never happened to him before. It was the utmost humiliation.


			The more Gabriela tried to pacify him saying he was very tense, worried and that under these circumstances it was normal for this to happen, the more he felt devastated.


			She was different. Maybe she didn’t love him anymore. What if she were in love with someone else? In the office where she worked there were many elegant and successful executives, with nice cars, good clothes, men who were able to offer her a much better life.


			She had worked overtime a lot that month. She had made good money, including a bonus, with which she paid for the children’s school. Had she really worked overtime or had she gone out with someone?


			She had always been a serious woman, but now, in the situation they were in, she could easily be tempted. Despite everything, she was always well-dressed, perfumed and elegant. Did her salary afford all of this?


			While waiting in the hall of a factory, Roberto couldn’t stop thinking about Gabriela. He had filled out a form and when he was called they informed him that the only position available for him was as a cleaner. Roberto knew he was capable of doing something better, but he swallowed his pride and promptly accepted it. But they told him he had to wait for an opening, because at that moment the position was filled.


			Disheartened, he left and went to other addresses, but it was always the same thing. Even willing to accept any job, he didn’t find anything. He was waiting for his turn to be interviewed by the manager of a construction material shop. He knew the area, so he was hopeful. He looked at the watch and realized he couldn’t wait any longer. He had to pick up the children at school.


			He looked around and saw many people waiting for the interview and decided to


			leave. He couldn’t wait. There were many people waiting for just one single opening. With his luck he wouldn’t be chosen anyway.


			He left and went to the bus stop. He wouldn’t tell anybody that he had not been chosen even as a cleaner. He, who had owned his own business! If Gabriela found out, it would be a shame. He felt his stomach nauseated and felt a strong headache. Suddenly, he felt dizzy and held onto a lamppost in order to avoid falling. He remembered he hadn’t had lunch. The money he had left was not enough for a snack.


			He took a deep breath. He needed to pick up the children. Fortunately, the bus


			arrived and he got on, sitting down and trying to control himself. Then he saw luxurious car passing by. Inside it there was a couple, and Roberto recognized Gabriela. His heart started to beat faster and he felt his eyes blurring. The car stopped at the traffic light and so did the bus.


			He immediately jumped off the bus, trying to approach the car. He wanted to surprise the adulterers. But, before he could reach them, the traffic light turned green and the car moved away.


			- Stop! I can see you! Stop! – he screamed.


			Unable to control himself, he felt everything spinning around him and fainted, lying on the street.


			Confusion, horns, soon Roberto was surrounded by curious people wanting to see what was happening. Finally, a police officer appeared and, helped by some people, dragged him onto the sidewalk.


			- We should call for an ambulance – suggested a man. – He so pale, looks dead.


			- Maybe he is drunk – said a woman.


			- No. He’s not drunk. He’s not smelling of alcohol – said another one.


			A man appeared with a glass of water, saying to the police officer:


			- Let’s see if he can drink this.


			Somebody raised his head while another one put the glass of water to his


			lips. A man arrived and immediately took Roberto’s wrist and said to the police officer:


			- I am a doctor. Make room, he fainted and needs air.


			While he spoke, he unloosened Roberto’s tie and opened his shirt. People immediately opened a circle, looking at that man respectfully. He rubbed Roberto’s wrists, and helped him sit up. Then he asked one of the bystanders to hold his back.


			Somebody brought a chair and they managed to make him sit on it. Suddenly he took a deep breath and opened his eyes, looking at the people around him quite frightened.


			- Take a deep breath – said the doctor.


			- I am dizzy, nauseated.


			- You are going to feel better. Lower your head a bit.


			Slowly, Roberto recovered and felt deeply embarrassed.


			- Are you feeling better? – asked the doctor.


			- Yes. Thank you. But I need to fetch my children from school. I think I won’t make it on time.


			He tried to stand up, but couldn’t.


			- You can’t leave feeling like this.


			- I’ve got to go.


			- Where is this school? – asked a woman.


			Roberto gave the address, which was far from there.


			- My wife is working. It is my turn to pick the children up. I’ve got to go anyway.


			- I’m driving in that direction. I can leave you at the school. I know where it is


			– said the doctor – Let’s go. My car is in the parking lot just in front.


			- Thank you, doctor - said Roberto. – I don’t know how to thank you.


			Sitting in the car beside the doctor, he thanked him:


			- You are doing me a huge favor.


			He smiled.


			- Not at all. I am going in that direction.


			- I am so ashamed. I’ve never fainted before.


			- Don’t be ashamed. It can happen to anyone.


			- When I saw my wife in that car with another man, I couldn’t take it –


			he said closing his fist and trying to hold back the tears.


			- You could be mistaken. Are you sure it was your wife?


			- She was wearing a new dress, but I know it was her. Ever since I lost everything she has been different. What I always feared just happened. She found someone else.


			- Jealousy is a bad advisor. Don’t let yourself get carried away.


			- How can I not be jealous? Gabriela is beautiful, exuberant, and sensual. I am unemployed, penniless.


			- You probably haven’t eaten anything.


			- Yes, I haven’t. But I couldn’t ask her for money. I’ve already been humiliated enough.


			The doctor glanced at Roberto and said:


			- Didn’t she accept your money after you got married?


			- It is different. It’s a man’s role.


			- A family’s responsibility belongs to both. When one needs, the other one helps. It is not a disgrace to accept money from your wife.


			- Not after what I saw today. If it weren’t for my children, I wouldn’t even go back home.


			- You are not well. You are probably mistaken. It was not your wife that was in that car, but a woman who looks a lot like her.


			- It was her. I saw it. Plus she has been working overtime lately, getting home late and bringing more money.


			- She is making an effort to help the family. How long have you been married?


			- Eight years.


			- That’s a long time. Has she ever given you any reason to suspect her?


			- Not so far. But things were different back then. I had my own business and had money for everything. I constantly asked her to quit her job. I didn’t want her to work. But she didn’t agree.


			- She likes to feel independent and have her own money.


			- That’s what she always says. But now she changed, she is different, impatient and doesn’t look at me like she did before. Sometimes I get the impression she is avoiding me.


			- You are going through a rough time. She may be tired and worried.


			- What about me? Doesn’t she care about how I feel? I never asked anyone for money, and now my wife pays for everything.


			- This is just a bad phase you are going through. Soon, you will find a job and everything will be like it was before.


			- After what I saw today?


			- Take it easy there. Don’t make any hasty decisions, especially depressed as you are now.


			- I can’t stand it.


			- You may be wrong, being unfair. Don’t make things worse than they are.


			- Do you think I should just forgive being betrayed? What do you think I am?


			- You don’t even know for sure if it was her who was in that car. And then, what did you see? Both of them inside the car; each one sitting in his respective seat. Getting inside a car with a man doesn’t mean the woman is his lover. Calm down and don’t do anything without confirming your side of the story. The school must be around here.


			- It’s that yellow building. Oh, we’re early. The children aren’t out yet. Thank you very much. I don’t know how to thank you.


			- You don’t need to. Look, keep my business card. My office is nearby. You need some medical attention. Go there and we will take care of your health.


			- I haven’t felt very well anyway. I don’t sleep at night; I am short of breath, and feel anguished. When I find a job, I will.


			- Don’t wait so long. Go there as soon as possible. It will be my pleasure to help you and I am not going to charge you for anything. I feel you are a good man and I would like to help. Don’t be ashamed. You need to be well and at your best to find a job. With your energy, you won’t get a job. You need to get better. Go there tomorrow in the afternoon and we will talk.


			- All right, doctor. I’ll go. I don’t know how to thank you.


			- Don’t worry. Look, the children are coming out. See you tomorrow.


			- See you tomorrow.


			Roberto left the car, closed the door and waved goodbye. Then, he looked at the business card and read: Aurelio Dutra, MD psychiatrist.


			He shook his head. That was exactly what he needed: a doctor for nutcases. He was going crazy. The address was a few blocks ahead and he decided he would go the next day. The children were coming out and he immediately went to meet them.


		




		

			Chapter 3


			The following afternoon, Roberto went to see Dr. Aurelio. He hadn’t slept all night long. He couldn’t forget the scene of the car driving by with Gabriela and another man.


			She arrived home wearing a different dress from the one he had seen in the car, but it was possible that she had changed in the office.


			Indirectly, he asked if she had gone out of the office to run any errands that afternoon.


			- No. There was a board meeting and I couldn’t leave even for a snack. It was a busy day.


			She is lying, he thought. But he decided not to mention what he had seen, preferring to check it out first. The doctor was right: he needed to have more proof. He had plenty of time to follow her and confirm his suspicions. However, his jealousy bothered him and he couldn’t erase the image of the car with her inside.


			While Gabriela sleept peacefully, he turned over and over in bed, anguished, suffering, feeling a loser and without any reason to keep on living.


			In the morning, Norma didn’t hold back and said:


			- Good heavens, Mr. Roberto, you look awful! You lost weight, and have dark circles under your eyes... Keep this up and you are sure to get sick.


			He looked angrily at her.


			- How can I be well, with my life upside down? Your comment is completely out of line.


			- Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. But you need to eat better and take better care of your health... I didn’t say it to criticize you. The children need you.


			- Yeah, sure. But if it weren’t for the children, I would have already disappeared.


			- Don’t say such a thing. If Ms. Gabriela heard to you, it would make her very sad.


			- She’s already gone, plus it’s the truth.


			- You’d better have your breakfast. Look, I brought the bread you like. Try to eat and cool down a bit. Everything is going to change soon, back on track, you’ll see. The coffee is ready and the milk in the pitcher is still hot. Today I’m going to fetch the children at school.


			- You’d better because I have an appointment at the end of the afternoon. In fact he wanted to go to the doctor’s office after hours to avoid disturbing him since he was going to see him for free.


			When he arrived, the waiting room was empty and Dr. Aurelio was seeing the last patient. Roberto introduced himself to the receptionist and asked to talk to the doctor.


			- Is it a consultation?


			- I don’t know. He gave me his card and asked me to come here today.


			- I see. Please take a seat. He is seeing a patient.


			- Thank you.


			Roberto sat down and looked around the room, it was decorated in good taste and luxury.


			- What is the price of the consultation?


			- Two hundred reais.


			He looked at her shocked. In his current situation that amount seemed a fortune to him.


			- That much? – he exclaimed.


			- It is because he spends more than one hour with the patient. Dr. Aurelio has a very good reputation. He is one of the best in his specialty.


			Roberto felt ashamed. He shouldn’t have come. He stood up. The best thing to do was to leave. But at that moment the door of the doctor’s office opened and he came out with a lady.


			- See you on Tuesday, doctor – she said. Thank you for everything.


			- See you – he said smiling. And seeing Roberto standing indecisive, he said to him:


			 - Hi! How are you? I was thinking about you. Come on in.


			Embarrassed, Roberto followed the doctor and he closed the door.


			- I am glad you came. Sit down. Let’s talk.


			- Thank you. I came because you asked me. I am not going to take long. I don’t want to take your time. I know you are very busy.


			Aurelio looked at him, but didn’t answer immediately. Roberto was embarrassed.


			- Don’t you want to get better? Don’t you believe I can help you?


			- It’s not that! On the contrary, I know you’re a very good professional. In fact, I can see it just by your professional attitude. The problem is that I don’t have the money to pay you. You have already done a lot for me.


			- Are you embarrassed just because you can’t afford the consultation?


			- Well, it really does bother me. After all, you are a professional, you studied for years and you have every right to get paid for your services.


			Aurelio smiled and thought for a while:


			- How proud you are! You will have a hard time improving your life.


			- I am telling the truth. It is not pride.


			- Do you think having money is your biggest quality and without it you are nothing?


			- I am used to paying my bills.


			- I am not charging you for anything.


			- But to a certain degree, it leaves me with the feeling that I am taking advantage of your goodwill.


			- You are mistaken. Do you think I am naïve to the point of being used by people without noticing it?


			Roberto was startled:


			- No... I didn’t mean to say that.


			- But it sounded like that. I study life and behaviors. I have seen that through our attitudes, we attract much of what happens to us and the situations we live out. And, as we continue attached to them, the facts and events will keep repeating themselves. By discovering which attitude is causing a situation that upsets us, we can replace it for a better one and then achieve better results. When I invited you to come here, it was not because I was feeling sorry for you or trying to help you fix your problems. It was because I am professionally interested in your case. Finding the cause of your problems is to find a way to help many others and certainly increase my professional knowledge.


			Roberto opened his mouth and closed it again, he couldn’t find the words to answer.


			Aurelio continued:


			- What I want is to propose an exchange. You have what I need to develop my case study, and I can give explanations that may change your life if you use them. So, you can see that in our case, nobody is using anybody, and both of us can profit from this agreement.


			- Your way of thinking surprises me.


			- I like to be honest. Also, you were thinking your situation may have impressed me and that I wanted to be charitable and help you.


			- When you helped me on the street, wasn’t it charity?


			- No. I assisted you, which is natural in my condition as a doctor, but at no time was it charity.


			- I don’t understand.


			- Charity would make you a victim, a poor little thing, incapable of solving your own problems.


			- But that is exactly how I feel: incapable of solving the problems in my life.


			- But you are not. At this moment, you’re emotionally pressured by the wrong ideas you have of yourself, putting yourself down, not using your inner force, your intelligence, your capacity, but they are there, within you, waiting for you to understand they are there and use them appropriately. I don’t like to do charity. I never give anything for free. I’d rather exchange. There is nobody that can’t give something back.


			- At this moment, I can’t give you anything.


			- You can’t give me money. But you can tell me what is going on inside your heart, so that I can understand more about the human soul.


			- Do you think it will be enough?


			- For me it is. Do you think I am capable of getting inside your intimacy and showing you some sides of your personality you can’t see?


			- From what you have done for me since I arrived here, I think I was very lucky to have found you.


			Aurelio smiled happily.


			- Why do you say that?


			- Because I came in here feeling insecure and miserable and now, for the first time in months, I’m beginning to feel worthy. I had forgotten what it’s like to feel like this.


			- It is a good start. Do you agree then?


			Roberto agreed and they made an appointment for the following evening.


			When he arrived home, Gabriela was already there. She looked at him, but she didn’t have the courage to ask anything. She was sure that when he found a job she would be the first person to know.


			She had noticed that lately he had been withdrawn and dispirited. Sometimes she could feel him looking at her spitefully. It was not her fault if he couldn’t find a job. She was doing her part and collaborating, but he seemed to be closing up.


			The following days, she barely talked to him, not even to ask how his day had been. Their life together was difficult. They were getting more and more distant from each other.


			Sometimes, she wanted to divorce him. But it didn’t seem right to do it now that he was unemployed. It would seem selfish and make her look bad and mean. She didn’t want her children to blame her for this. Deep inside, she was already nurturing the idea that after he solved his financial problems, she would ask for a divorce.


			Roberto didn’t mention anything about his relationship with the doctor. He didn’t want to tell her about his fainting or that he had seen her inside that car with a man. He felt very nervous just thinking about it and he was doing everything he could to control himself. He agreed with Aurelio that he hould look into it and only bring it up after he was sure.


			He followed her furtively a few times, but only saw that Gabriela went straight to work.


			He hid close to her office, spying during her working hours to see if she would go out with some friend. But that didn’t happen either.


			In the evening, he opened up to Aurelio.


			- I can’t stand being quiet about that afternoon. But until now, I haven’t found out anything. No proof. I have spied on her and nothing…


			- You are probably mistaken. It was not her who was in that car.


			- I saw her. I am sure. But I can’t be there all the time. I have to take care of my life and look for job.


			- And how is it?


			- Really difficult. I didn’t go to college; I had my own business, which means I don’t have a formal profession. I am desperate and willing to do any kind of job, but everywhere I go, they ask for at least two years of experience for any position. When I explain I was self employed and had my own business but I lost everything, they look at me suspiciously and don’t call me back.


			- You are telling them a story of failure. Your attitude doesn’t encourage them to trust you.


			Roberto ran his hand over his hair nervously.


			- I am sincere. I have to tell them the truth. If I don’t, they will think I never worked.


			- I am not telling you to lie to them. But because of everything that happened to you, you are feeling like a loser. You don’t trust your possibilities, how do you expect them to trust you and offer you a job?


			- I don’t understand. Of course I am feeling like a loser. I lost everything. How can I be optimistic? But I am a hard worker and honest. I am willing to do anything and I need to be there for my family. Don’t you think that’s enough?


			- No. It is not enough. You are after work, but you take with you the despair, rage and the guilt for having been naïve and double-crossed by your business partner. Besides, you think your wife stopped loving you because you were deceived and now can’t support your family. You think that she stopped loving you because of this.


			- This is the truth, doctor. Ever since this tragedy I have felt this anguish twenty-four hours a day.


			- You are destroying all your possibilities for success in life because of something that has already happened. You are destroying yourself much more than your partner ever did, the man who ran away with all your money.


			Roberto looked at the doctor puzzled:


			- Me?! What do you mean?


			- You feel ashamed for having been fooled. You think others are blaming you, laughing at you, calling you an idiot.


			- That is it. I see it in people’s eyes. The lawyer forced me to press charges at the police station and it was mortifying. I have never suffered so much in my entire life. The police officers looked at me mockingly. It was horrible.


			- Why are you ashamed? You are not the thief. You were robbed!


			- I was stupid. He tricked me. Do you think it’s nice?


			- Would you rather be in his position?


			Roberto looked at the doctor astonished:


			- Of course not. I would never be capable of doing what he did.


			- That’s because you are an honest man.


			- Sure. I never took anything from anyone. Everything I had was the result of my work.


			- So, you are a decent man. Right.


			- Of course I am.


			- You should feel worthy.


			Roberto changed sat up on the chair.


			- I am a worthy man.


			- So, why do you bow down and feel ashamed in front of others?


			- Because I don’t like to be seen as a fool.


			- The opinions of others about you are that important?


			- Yes, they are.


			- More than yours?


			Roberto hesitated and didn’t answer. Aurelio continued:


			- Do you think people know what is in your heart, what you feel, think and want?


			- No. Nobody can even begin to imagine the hell my life is now and the humiliation I am going through.


			- The more vanity there is, the more humiliation you feel.


			- You are mistaken, doctor. I have never been vain.


			- Worrying about how others judge you is pure vanity. You believe others see a less intelligent and less pleasant side of you and you feel diminished.


			Roberto lowered his head ashamed. Tears started flowing and he made an effort to hold them back. He couldn’t answer.


			Aurelio was in silence for a few moments. Roberto, with his head bowed, struggled to contain his tears, but, although he made an effort, the tears insisted in coming. The doctor offered him a box of tissues. Roberto took a deep breath, got a tissue and blew his nose several times. He cleared his throat and said shyly:


			- Sorry, doctor. I have been very sensitive lately.


			- You don’t deserve any of this, do you?


			Feeling the doctor’s friendly voice, Roberto couldn’t hold his tears anymore, which flowed freely. Aurelio waited in silence until he calmed down.


			When he managed to control them, Roberto justified himself by saying:


			- This has never happened to me before. I have been extremely tense. The lack of money, Gabriela’s cheating, everything is driving me mad.


			- You are right. It’s really over for you. You are worthless. I think you’d better give up, accept misery and go with the flow.


			Roberto stared at him surprised. It was not what he had expected to hear.


			- I came here thinking you would cheer me up. From what I can see, you are trying to put me down. I think I better leave.


			- You are doing everything you can to defeat yourself.


			- On the contrary, I have fought and looked for a job in every possible way.


			- It will be hard. You don’t believe you are capable. You think you don’t have any experience. I don’t know how you managed to establish your own business. You say you had one. Is it true?


			Roberto was annoyed:


			- Do you think I am lying? Just because you see me without money, don’t you believe me?


			- I don’t know you well enough. I am relying on your information. You tell me you are a loser, that you can’t even keep your wife’s love, and that you can’t find a job. You are desperate because you can’t see any way out.


			- You definitely don’t know me. I worked hard, first as a salesman in the construction store, and then I bought a piece of land and built a storage shed where I started buying and selling some materials. I improved to the point of owning a large shop, I built the house where I live, I bought other properties. I have always been good at negotiating, buying and selling. My father used to say I could sell even empty cans. When I met Gabriela, she was the most disputed girl in the neighborhood. She didn’t go out with anyone. When we met, she liked me from the very beginning. We fell in love for real. It was crazy. I have already accomplished many good things in life.
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