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NAKED MEN




 


I don’t much care, really—I don’t love him anymore. Sometimes I wonder if I ever did. Fifteen years of marriage—that’s the bad part, the feeling I’ve wasted my time, though, really, what would I have been doing during those fifteen years if I hadn’t been married to him? I don’t know. Nobody can guess the past, much less speculate about what the past might have been like had some elements of our lives been different. I must be a strange sort of woman: instead of crying my eyes out, what I feel most acutely is curiosity. Maybe I’m just trying to be different to avoid ending up a cliché: the wife whose husband has left her. There isn’t really any other way to interpret it: they’ve left me. My husband left me for another woman, one who’s younger than I am, prettier, happier, and more optimistic. Apparently she’s completely problem-free, fresh and radiant as a flower. She’s a simultaneous interpreter. Blond, penniless. Probably inexperienced in love, given how young she is.


Our breakup showdown was intense, like something out of a cheesy soap opera. I was already pretty sure he was having an affair, and when he got all serious and said we needed to talk, I guessed immediately what we’d be talking about. But I never thought he’d crank out such a hackneyed confession, so according to script, so man-having-affair-during-midlife-crisis. It was like it came straight of a manual: How to Dump Your Wife. I kind of lost it, but I don’t feel bad about that. I’ve spent my entire life controlling myself. I don’t think I even cried when they first brought me into the world. The nurses in the maternity ward loved me: “What a sweet baby girl, so well behaved!” Of course, I didn’t have any reason to cry back then: my family was rich, and I was the firstborn daughter of a perfect couple. He was brilliant; she was beautiful. There was no way of knowing then that my beautiful mother would die soon after, ravaged by cancer. But I still had my father. Papá worked long hours at his company, but he always took very good care of me: affectionate, indulgent, he’d give my nannies strict instructions and demand a full report when he arrived home. I never threw tantrums or sulked. Papá was always tired after a stressful day, and I didn’t want to do anything to upset him, to make him regret coming home to be with me, since we were so happy and so close. I didn’t want him to decide to keep working late the next day so I couldn’t even give him a hug because I’d already be in bed. Papá always smelled good, like sandalwood cologne. David never smelled like that. Sometimes he smelled like dense office sweat, like mid-level executives at the end of the workday. He’d have been flat broke if it hadn’t been for Papá, the company, me.


“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, Irene. Things haven’t been good between us for a long time. Sure, we live together, we’re polite, we help each other out when problems come up, but that’s not enough. Marriage calls for more than that—or at least it should. We don’t feel that shared affection that makes life so magical anymore. We never make love. I’m forty-six years old, I’m still young—I don’t want to live like this. We put a good face on it in public, but there’s nothing between us at this point. What will my future look like if we stay together? I can’t just bury myself in my work. I feel a pang of longing when I see couples kissing on the street, when a friend tells me he’s in love, when I see the passion people feel for each other. But I’m not going to lie to you—maybe if this other woman hadn’t come into my life, you and I would have kept going like this forever. But it is what it is—I did meet her.”


It is what it is? What a dick! So he met another woman. How dare he even mention her to me? I wanted to slap him, the way, in an earlier era, you might have corrected a servant who had crossed the line, talked back, stolen some object of value. And he says he’s still young, too—right, he’s a real stud!


“Her name’s Marta. She’s a simultaneous interpreter from English. She works for a company. She’s never been married. I don’t want to carry on a relationship with her while I’m still with you. I fell in love, Irene—it may sound harsh, but it’s the truth. We have to be mature about things, face reality. This marriage fell apart years ago. It’s so hard to tell you these things, but I have to be honest. Maybe things would have turned out differently if we’d had children, but there’s no point in having regrets now. We were happy once, and that’s what matters. You’re young too, you’ve got the company, and you’ll be able to rebuild your love life if you want to. I know you’ve always been pretty pragmatic about things. You’re solid, a sensible type.”


I wanted to lash out at him in the rudest, most obscene terms, but I was too flabbergasted to react. If we’d had children! He’d never complained about that before. Children—what children? What a relief, now, that we never had any! My intuition always told me never to have children with any man—not David or anyone else. After all, there weren’t any other men like Papá. When he died, I instantly realized he was the last real man I’d ever have in my life. David says I’ve still got the business, and that’s true—I’ve managed to keep it afloat—though I tend to think David’s leaving me because of the global recession. I’m yet another victim of the crisis. He’s convinced I’m going under, and he’s trying to jump out of the boat before it sinks. Fine, that’s nothing new. I never believed he’d married me for love. He was a pathetic loser when I met him, a two-bit lawyer with no future, a hustler who saw that being with me meant having it made. He’s done well for himself working at my company, thanks to Papá, thanks to me. He wasn’t a bad worker, but anybody else would have done just as good a job, maybe better. We’ll see how he does now in his new life as a still-young man. “You’re solid, a sensible type,” he tells me. The man has no dignity. Who gave him permission to dump that hokey nonsense on me? Oh, sure, love’s so important! “You’ll be able to rebuild your love life.” Such garbage! Since when does he talk like that, like a B movie, like a goddamn romance novel? What I do or don’t do with my love life is none of his business.


But I didn’t say any of that. I was finding it difficult to say anything at all—he was a stranger to me. Fifteen years? Clearly, fifteen years aren’t enough to get to know a person. We might as well have been introduced the day before yesterday. When he was done talking, I think I gave a mocking smile and declared calmly, “You’re fired, of course. We’ll find another lawyer—it won’t be hard. If you want to sell your stock in the company, I’ll make you a reasonable offer.”


I paused, and he muttered something about how cold I was being, how it was just like me.


“As for the house, you have a week to clear out your things. Come by and pick them up any morning. I won’t be around.”


He kept griping. He’d expected me to say that, he knew I was going to act this way. I was made of ice, totally heartless. I told him to get out. I thought a week to pick up his things was more than generous.


“I realize that half of the house is yours,” I added. “When the business is on firmer footing again, I’ll buy you out. For the time being, I’m staying put.”


This time he didn’t respond. He headed for the door with his head held high and left. I hadn’t actually said all that much—what more was there to say? He’d already used all the melodramatic clichés. There was no way I was going to join him on that foul terrain. I have to be able to live with myself, and I’d lose all self-respect if I sunk to his level. I didn’t want to see him again. A note he sent days later went straight into the wastebasket, ripped into tiny pieces:


“Please understand, Irene. I wouldn’t be able to look at myself in the mirror if I hadn’t made this decision.”


That’s great, David, you go ahead and look at yourself in that wonderful mirror for the rest of your life. I hope you like what you see. There’s nothing to understand.


I didn’t reply, obviously.


 


* * *


 


They’re asleep. The story I’m telling is so boring, they’re nodding off. I see their eyelids drooping, their minds drifting away to places I’ve never visited. Saint John of the Cross, Saint Teresa of Ávila, the Spanish mystic. No wonder they’re bored. What relevance do Teresa’s visions and the convents she founded have to their lives? None at all. The Internet. Twitter. Facebook. What examples can I offer to give them the vaguest idea of what I’m talking about? I can’t think of any—most likely, there are none. In the end, all they get are anecdotes: Saint Teresa levitated when she prayed, rising in the incense-heavy air, and angels appeared to her with flaming swords that they plunged into her heart. Not even these iconic images bring the girls any closer to the real context of mystical feeling. My students import mysticism to their trendy fantastical subworlds: they imagine Saint Teresa with extrasensory powers, maybe aboard a spaceship. The angels turn into those beautiful teenage vampires from the blockbuster movies. If I try to tell them that a mystical trance is like an extreme concentration of the mind that leads to the abduction of the senses, I might as well be speaking Chinese. I don’t think any of them—not a single one—has ever concentrated for more than five minutes straight. They have a hard time focusing their attention on anything. They live scattered lives, connected to dozens of people at once, even if they have nothing to say. Mystical ecstasy? No idea, no answer. Ecstasy sounds like a drug they’re not supposed to take, since this is a Catholic school and they’ve internalized a lot of those kinds of prohibitions. It’s the term mystical that I futilely attempt to explain.


They no longer care about classic literature as it’s taught in school. The past doesn’t exist for them; they catch glimmers of it through images from the movies and television, but as far as they’re concerned, it doesn’t have anything to do with their lives. They don’t see anything brilliant about Lope de Vega, or entertaining about Francisco de Quevedo, or interesting about Jorge Manrique. They don’t perceive any tragic sense of life in Unamuno, or appreciate the rhythmic sonority of Machado’s poetry. “One thousand times one hundred is one hundred thousand. One thousand times one thousand is one million.” They don’t feel its melancholy beauty.


Sometimes I discuss this with my colleagues in the teachers’ lounge, but they don’t have anything useful to say. They recite the same litany of complaints I’ve heard so many times before. The more radical ones write off the entire generation: “They’re totally shallow, the lot of them. They get everything they want handed to them on a silver platter. Their parents didn’t teach them the value of things.” The conformists offer generic platitudes: “You have to be patient. They don’t even realize it, but we’re showing them the joy of learning, and the effects of that will last a lifetime.” I tend to suggest more drastic solutions: changing the curricula or, better yet, scrapping them altogether. Finding works of literature that can accommodate these girls’ new sensibility, no matter what movement, period, or country the authors are from. I always get pushback, as if I were a revolutionary attempting to do away with the sacred, natural order of knowledge. Ultimately, they’re just trying to keep their jobs, their monthly salary, the barest sense of security.


I should have taken that tack myself, especially given what came afterward, at the end of the school year, right before classes finished. The school director called me to her office.


“Do you know why I’ve called you in here, Javier?”


“I don’t know, Mother Superior. Something to do with my classes, I imagine.”


“It is something to do with your classes, but it’s not good news. We’re happy with your work. The girls like you, you’ve done a good job with the syllabus, and there’s no doubt about your professionalism. But you know what things are like in the country right now. This may be a private school, but we still depend on subsidies from the Ministry of Education. Budget cuts affect us too, same as everyone else. We’ve got just enough to conduct our core educational program, but we’re going to have to cancel our review courses, except in math. Back when we started this new project of offering literature review courses, things were different. I hope you understand—it’s become a luxury, something we can’t really justify. But you’ve got all summer to look for another job. You’ll get some severance pay, of course, as required by law. It won’t be much, since you’ve just been working part-time. Can your family help you out any?”


“My parents died years ago in a car accident.”


“Heavens, how tragic! Did they leave you anything you can use now?”


“They were working-class. The little they left dried up ages ago.”


“Do you have any siblings?”


“Just an older sister who lives abroad. She’s married, has her own life—we hardly ever see each other. But I live with my girlfriend, and she’s working.”


“My advice is that you study for the certification exams so you can teach in the public schools. That’s your best option.”


“There are hardly any job openings, you know that.”


“The Lord will look after you, Javier. You’re a fine young man. In any event, I’ll talk with the administration and have them pay you for the whole summer. That’s the best we can do.”


“Thank you, Mother Superior.”


What an idiot—I ended up thanking her. Not that it would have done much good to kick up a fuss. She advised me to take the certification exams, as if that hadn’t occurred to me, but I’ve always been intimidated by having to prove my worth, having to compete with other people. Plus, studying would require one hundred percent commitment, but I still need to bring in some money every month. My father used to tell me I should be a lawyer. He was a bricklayer, and for him becoming a lawyer meant you’d arrived. It was a strange obsession—he could just as easily have suggested I study architecture or medicine, but for him the law was the ultimate status symbol. My mother, who was more of a romantic, just wanted me to be happy no matter what path I chose. The car they were traveling in veered off a straight stretch of highway. It wasn’t raining or foggy. Most likely my father fell asleep. They were on their way to the beach for a few days to stay at a vacation apartment they’d rented. A sad story, but all too common. My sister cried a lot, but as soon as she left the funeral home she went back to her family, and I’ve barely seen her since. The only family I had left was my grandmother, and I kept visiting her every week until last year, when she died suddenly of a heart attack. And that’s where this whole nightmare began. Life is unpredictable—ultimately, really, it’s crap.


For the school director, her educational program comes first. The only thing she cares about is that her wealthy students keep learning. That’s what I should have told her that when she fired me, but I didn’t think of it. Not that or anything else assertive. My father wanted me to be a lawyer, but I wouldn’t have been any good at it. I never come up with brilliant retorts. I’m not combative. And anyway, being a lawyer doesn’t guarantee you a good job these days. Sandra is an economist, but she’s working as an administrative assistant.


That night, as usual, I waited for her at home. She was exhausted when she came in, also as usual. She gave me a kiss on the lips. Given the time of night and the time of year, she was surprised I wasn’t grading my students’ assignments. I asked her to sit down and told her about my conversation with the school director. She immediately burst into tears.


“Things were going too well!” she said. “I have a job and you were bringing in some money too, even if it was just part-time. Now what are we going to do?”


Then she wiped away her tears and got angry.


“Those damn nuns, tossing people out on their ear like that! They could have at least just cut salaries without canceling any classes! All that nice talk about educating future generations, and then they go and act like real turds.”


After a while she calmed down and became reasonable, even encouraging.


“Don’t worry, Javier, don’t look so glum. We’ll figure something out. I got upset because it’s so frustrating that these things are happening all over the place, and with total impunity. It seems like anything goes. It’s not fair. You always took that job really seriously—you wanted those girls to learn, to read, to understand literature. But we’ll figure it out. They’ll give you some severance pay for now. Then you’ve got two years where you can collect unemployment. It won’t be much, but it’s something. I’m still bringing in my salary, which is enough to live on. Things would have to be really dire for you not to find another job in the next two years. So let’s not panic. Everything’s going to change.”


And that’s how that ill-starred day ended. Everything had changed. It was the start of a new era for me. I don’t even know why I’m here. I’m the overemotional sort—as my darling grandmother used to call me, “a very sensitive boy.” Her best friend survived her by only a year. Neighbors told me about her death. They found my cell phone number on a grubby list the old woman kept on the sideboard. I went immediately, though I knew it was a ridiculous way to honor her. I felt bad for the poor woman. She and my grandmother kept each other company, helped each other as best they could, talked every day. Both of them had suffered great misfortunes. In my grandmother’s case, her daughter and son-in-law had died in a car accident. Juana’s traumas were more complicated, less presentable, even openly embarrassing: a son dead from a drug overdose and his wife in jail for reasons unknown. But those calamities were so devastating that they marked the women like a curse and set them apart, giving them superior status. The other old ladies living alone in the neighborhood could only gripe about everyday sorts of complaints: loneliness, ailments, progressive decline, money problems, memories of better times. But not my grandmother and Juana—they had a massive reserve of misfortune that weighed as much as an army kit bag. Besides the distresses of aging, which they had to face like anybody else, the two of them labored under the terrible burden of two sons who had died in the prime of life, neither of natural causes. As a result, everybody ascribed great dignity to them, elevating them into the aristocracy of sorrow and old age. That distinction made them the object of their neighbors’ devoted attentions: they brought bread and fruit, went to the Social Security office to get the old women’s prescriptions renewed, and had formally promised to let the grandsons know if anything happened. Me in my grandmother’s case, and Iván in Juana’s.


Of the two of us, I was the good grandson. I visited her every Sunday without fail. I’d arrive around five and leave at seven. My grandmother would serve me an afternoon snack, as if I were a little kid. Always the same thing: chocolate cookies from the supermarket and Coca-Cola poured from a one-liter bottle, a little flat because she’d already opened it. I rarely had any desire to go see her, but I went anyway. Sandra would look at me uncomprehendingly: “Of course, Javier, you’ve got your morals!” She was right—otherwise I’d have spent my Sundays at home, serenely reading, without being hounded by a sense of moral obligation. I guess losing my parents had made me feel the lack of family more acutely, and that old woman was my only family, apart from my sister, who has her own family and never comes to visit.


Occasionally Juana would join our Sunday cookies-and-Coke parties. That’s how I knew her grandson’s name was Iván and that he was the bad grandson. He never went to see her. At most he’d go by his grandmother’s house on Christmas, at some ungodly hour of the night after poor Juana had already eaten, asking if she was going to offer him a piddly little drink to celebrate the holiday. “The only thing he brings is chaos,” she’d say. I’d seen him once, and I recalled him vaguely: a guy about my age, looking like low-rent pimp, slim, wiry, with an earring in one ear and close-cropped hair.


And there I was, in that half-empty funeral home, participating in Juana’s funeral rites: a small room that contained her closed casket with a heap of flower wreaths at its foot. The women next door told me that the deceased had made a monthly insurance payment so she could have a decent burial and a cemetery niche instead of being cremated. I guess I ended up going to the service because of their opinion of me. Since I was “the good grandson,” it wouldn’t be hard to preserve that reputation up to the very end. My grandmother’s end. After her friend’s death, any vestige of her existence would be extinguished forevermore. But I was itching to get out of there. It was all so horribly cheesy: the priest’s formulaic words, with the obligatory references to lowly life on earth and the glories of eternal life. The flowers, all paid for by the dead woman; the lack of real sorrow in everyone there . . . In the first row, I spotted the back of what had to be Iván. And it was he who blocked my escape when the service ended, coming up to me and holding out his hand.


“How’s it going, Javier? It’s so great you came! I’m really grateful you’re here, man. My grandma always talked about you. She said you were the right kind of grandson. She told me you’re a teacher. Listen, I don’t really know how to go about saying this, but now that this bullshit with the priest is done, we have to go to the cemetery for the burial—my grandma didn’t want to be cremated. The neighborhood busybodies aren’t coming, of course. So it’s going to be just me with that asshole priest. Would you do me a solid and come along? If I’m alone with him, he might tell me off or something.”


I should have refused, but I have a hard time saying no. Whenever I have to say it, I feel horrible. Plus I was amused by Iván’s notion that the priest was going to give him hell for his behavior—a preposterous idea, but an entertaining one. So I went with him. As we left the cemetery, grateful and happy the priest hadn’t scolded him, he invited me to go get a drink at a bar. I agreed to that too; after all, I was now an unemployed loser with nothing better to do.


“So your mother couldn’t make it to the funeral, Iván?” I asked, trying to get him talking.


“She’s sick.”


Shit, this guy knows my mother’s in the joint. Grandma must have pounded that into his head. What he doesn’t know is that she’s nearly served out her sentence and is going to be released soon. She’s in the psych ward at the prison, but sometimes they let her out. I hadn’t wanted to tell her about her mother-in-law’s funeral. What for? I would have had to go pick her up. At first I used to go every once in a while. They’d call me from the joint to go out there, social services or something like that. I’d wait for her at the exit, and it was just like in the movies: she’d pass me her bag and I’d open up the trunk. She looked like shit, with repulsive bags under her eyes. The last day I went, she was wearing a short-sleeved top and looked so skinny that it seemed like they’d plunged her arms into the stew pot and pulled them out again once all the meat had fallen off her bones. Anyway, I never went back. I haven’t seen her much since I turned fifteen. I managed to make it on my own, damn it. I was sick and tired of her fucking drug problems. And I’ve seen even less of my father. What a family! The goddamn Holy Family! They should get a church at least as big as Gaudí’s. But this Javier dude probably thinks I’m into drugs too. I tell everybody there’s no way. To be honest, always hearing about how he was such a good grandson, I kind of figured he’d be a dumbass, but he seems like a good guy. Just because he was nice to his grandma doesn’t mean he’s automatically a dipshit. Sometimes I used to think I should go see the poor woman too—but then I just wouldn’t feel like it. I already knew what would happen, exactly what she’d say: “Are you eating healthy? Are you going to bed early? Are you getting into any trouble?” Always hinting everything was my mother’s fault. Not her precious son’s, of course—her son who croaked of an overdose purely by chance. God carried him straight up to heaven, he was such a good boy. My mother was the riffraff, the junkie, the one who’d reeled my father in and led him down a bad path. Well, fuck you, grandma! If you died believing that, you had it all wrong!


“You’re a teacher, right? At a Catholic girls’ school?”


“I’m a teacher, yes.”


This Iván guy is a piece of work. Who knows what he’s imagining when he says “teacher.” He’s probably the type who watches a lot of American TV shows. Judging from his serious expression, he’s probably picturing me wearing a graduation cap. But he must have gone to school at some point. Maybe he was one of those violent kids who would threaten the math teacher or slash the principal’s tires. He looks at me in amazement. His eyes are lively and intense. He seems like a smart guy on the whole. I wonder what he does for work. It could be anything: personal trainer, car mechanic. I don’t think he’s a salesman. He seems proud, like he’s got nothing to prove, and is wary of everyone he meets. No matter what, he’s got an existential mess on his hands: father who OD’d, mother in jail. Is he a tortured soul? Maybe he never looks back. Now I’m going to have to tell him I lost my job. It’ll be the second time I’ve told somebody. The first person was Sandra. Does it bother me to admit it? I think it does. Before, back when there was no crisis and everybody had a job, being unemployed didn’t seem like such a big deal. You just started considering what to do next: look for another job, go back to school, change careers. Not now—now we all know that losing your job means joining a club that is not so easy to get out of. It’s like announcing you have an incurable disease. Like admitting you’re just another failure who hasn’t been able to overcome bad luck, those situations that only the strongest, the smartest, the best survive. But I’m not going to tell Iván any of that, because he’ll dump the noble teacher image and realize I’m stuck in the same reality as him. I’ve decided I like Iván. It’s fun listening to him talk.


“The nuns fired you? Shit, man, that’s rough!”


Throwing a teacher out on the damn street! How are kids supposed to respect their teachers when they know they can be fired just like that? The thing is, now everybody’s getting the ax: doctors, lawyers . . . It doesn’t matter how many degrees you’ve got. The nuns just gave this guy the boot. I knew I liked him! I can’t stand nuns and priests. I didn’t know any at first because we never went to mass and stuff in my family. But when my mother was hooked on drugs, they told her to go to the parish because there was this young priest there who was really cool and could help her out. I was just a little kid, but sometimes I had to go with her. Sometimes my father came too. The hope was that being with the family would help her get off the stuff faster and start leading a normal life. I think my father stopped going pretty quickly, but I kept on, and I found it incredibly embarrassing to hang out with the other kids there, knowing they were all there for the same reason as me. The cool priest would look at me really sadly, like I was a little lamb being taken to the slaughter: “Poor kid, with a junkie for a mom! Thank God she asked for God’s help and came to God’s house—now every goddamn thing’s gonna be OK!” But my mother had only signed up for that crap with the idea of wheedling some cash out of the cool priest. And she did, just enough for two more months’ worth of coke. She didn’t go back after that. But by then I had the priests’ number, and now Javier here is telling me about the nuns, which must be the same thing but the chick version—meaning even worse. The dude’s a good guy. I’m going to see if I can help him out, hell, if only for occasionally putting up with my grandma’s bullshit: “Are you eating well, sleeping well, getting into any trouble?” I’m going to help this guy. I like him.


“Say, Javier, give me your cell number. Do you use WhatsApp, are you on Facebook? Let’s get together sometime and grab a beer, huh? What are you doing, man? Put your money away. My treat. As if, man!”


 


* * *


 


By now everybody knows I’m getting a divorce, and everybody knows why. I haven’t told anybody but my closest friends, but it doesn’t matter—people know. I go to the company to work, and they look at me funny. They feel off balance when I’m around. Some feel obliged to say something. If David weren’t the company’s lawyer, they’d keep quiet; they’d pretend. But this is all too obvious, and the ones who work with me on a daily basis feel obliged to offer something in the way of condolences. It’s funny, because they can’t figure out how to go about it, where to even start. I considered writing a note the way famous people do on their blogs: “Owing to irreconcilable differences and after many years of happiness and lives fruitfully shared, we must announce the end of our marriage. We will, however, remain friends.” Then I discarded the idea. I’m not famous; I don’t have to explain anything to anybody. I don’t care what they think. I called the personnel officer into my office and informed him that David would be leaving the company. The struggle between discretion and curiosity was visible on his face. “Voluntarily,” I added. The bastard has put me in a difficult position. I’d love to tell everybody he’s leaving me for another woman—but how? Playing the wounded victim, full of rage, trying to be funny, ironic, knowing: “As everybody knows, when men get to a certain age, they need a young girl to tell them how wonderful they are.” I don’t like any of those approaches, though keeping quiet may be worse. I don’t want anyone to think I’m so gutted that I’m trying to conceal what happened.


The reactions of the married friends we used to go out with regularly have been cautious. A lot of them have split up in the past few years. Those of us who were still together—what did we do when they split? Thinking back, I remember a single scene performed on repeated occasions. It didn’t matter what the couple in question was going through—the drama always played out the same way. First, solidarity with the more affronted or weaker party, if there was one. Then a display of impartiality: “I’m not going to take sides.” Third, we’d relax and the endless gossip about the recently divorced couple would begin. Way deep down, it made you feel good when other couples split up. For those of us who were still married, it confirmed that we belonged to the world of happy people. There were always jokes: “Look out, any day now I’m going to kick this man/woman to the curb. I’ve had it up to here!” Gentle punches on the shoulder, quick kisses, protests, laughter. We were all proud that we were still in the fight. The fact that our marriages lasted while others fell apart was evidence not just of enduring conjugal love but of emotional stability, maturity, intelligence, responsibility.


I don’t really remember what we gossiped about, but it was pretty much the same with every divorce. The tone varied, but there was a script for every occasion: first loves who had stayed together too long, financial difficulties, fatigue from living together . . . It’s impossible to be terribly original, since marriage contracts don’t allow for much variation—they’ve been pretty much identical since the Paleolithic. To make up for it, we weren’t too vulgar in our gossip. We’d provide commentary on the psychology of the divorcing pair, describe significant details we’d witnessed that had presaged an abrupt end to the relationship. We’d point out ill-judged ways of doing things, whether by one member of the couple or by both. It wasn’t a roasting session—nobody was rude or went too far. When we seemed to have exhausted the subject, someone might make a cheeky joke, but there was no malice involved. But the subject wasn’t so easily exhausted. It would come up again every weekend we got together. A single divorce provided fodder for a couple of months, even a year if it had some element that made it more exciting than usual.


And now all that civilized chitchat will be about me and David and the long years of our marriage. I’m sure they’re hashing out all the mistakes we made as a couple. And they’re probably correct in their diagnoses, even in their prescriptions for treatments that might have kept us together. Too late. Since David and I broke up, I’ve gone out with our group of friends a couple of times, to have dinner at the club. I don’t plan to do it again. I’m bored by their fakery, the artificially neutral conversations, the sympathy and deference they show me. I imagine what they must say when I’m not around. It’s irksome to discover I’m just like everybody else, utterly unremarkable. That’s something I’ll never forgive David for: he’s turned me into just another abandoned wife, like thousands of others.


Other times I’ve gone out just with the women. One on one, those female friends have been more bearable. Less hypocritical. The married ones tell me about struggles in their own lives in a compensatory effort, exaggerating problems with their husbands or children to forge a bond of solidarity with me. The divorced ones give me advice: how to weather the initial storm, how to deal with loneliness. They all claim to be delighted to be free of their husbands. They all fully enjoy their newfound independence, their freedom, their not having to answer to anybody. I never ask them what they did to wrangle themselves such splendid lives—I know they’d be offended. I guess ultimately they live their lives the way everybody else does, doing what they can and passing the time. If achieving female happiness meant getting married and then getting divorced in order to understand and appreciate freedom, all women would go that route, but that’s not how it is. The ones who get divorced all struggle with financial issues. The ones with children have to find a way to fill the father’s role too. Even the ones who are most enthusiastic about their breakups encounter problems they’ve never had to face before. So don’t tell me you’re the happiest woman on earth, sweetie. I’m over forty, and I know better.


How do I feel, how am I, how am I doing after the split? I don’t know. I enjoy going to bed alone at night. The bed we shared for so many years is all mine now. I stretch out on the diagonal, spread my arms wide. I’m comfortable. I can turn on the bedside lamp in the middle of the night, turn on the radio without worrying about bothering anybody. Going to bed alone gives me peace. Waking up alone in the morning, not so much. I open my eyes and immediately note a clenching in my chest. I think about the things I’m going to do next: get up, shower, make coffee, pick out my clothes, get dressed. I feel an incomprehensible unease, an immense lethargy. I’d rather stay in bed a while longer. I’ve arrived at the office late three times now.


Do I miss David, David himself—his personality, his way of talking, of walking, of seeing? I don’t think so. I feel a certain nostalgia for having someone by my side, that’s all. There’s a space that seems empty—I guess that must be loneliness. David didn’t bother me; I could have stayed married to him my whole life. Even though we worked at the same company, we didn’t see much of each other. We had different schedules. I ate dinner, and he didn’t. I would watch television, and he’d hunker down in front of the computer. I went to bed early, and he’d stay up reading a while longer. On weekends we’d go to the club, but he always played golf and I played tennis. We’d have dinner in the restaurant with our group of friends, never the two of us alone. On vacations we’d visit a foreign country, just a short stay. Then the summer house: golf for him, tennis for me, and swimming for both of us. We didn’t take romantic walks through the countryside or spend intimate evenings together, just the two of us in candlelight. Neither of us seemed to want those things. At the beginning of our marriage, we made love frequently. Later, he still wanted to but I didn’t; our encounters grew less frequent and eventually disappeared altogether. I thought it was normal. I’ve never been a passionate woman. I’d never slept with anyone before David. I wasn’t even interested in sex during college, where I studied economics. I never felt attracted to anybody. I’m a cold fish, I know. A psychoanalyst would tell me it’s because I grew up without a mother. So stupid. I could have stayed married to David forever.


Papá always used to say to me, “The important thing is to be working toward something. We’re lucky because we have the company—it gives us a good reason to keep living.” Poor Papá! It’s preposterous to die at seventy these days. There are people who make it to a hundred without breaking a sweat. Why did he have to die? Now the company’s gradually going under—orders are drying up, bills haven’t been paid . . . If he were here, he’d tell me what to do. The thing I’ve been working toward is crumbling away, and on top of it my husband’s left me, same as thousands of other women. I think I’m starting to hate David. I don’t think I can forgive him. He’s left me in the trenches without ammunition, without the will to keep shooting. He’s gone off with his little simultaneous interpreter, and I’m left here in this uncomfortable position—and if there’s anything I detest with all my might, it’s discomfort. I never wait in line for anything. I take taxis instead of driving so I don’t have to look for parking. I haven’t switched maids in years because I wouldn’t be able to stand having to explain to the new one how I like things done. Plus, discomfort is a waste of time, and I’ve already wasted too many years with David.


 


* * *


 


Who would have thought it would be so hard on me to be officially out of work, to be listed on the unemployment rolls? But it is: I haven’t had a job for four months now, and I haven’t managed to set up a daily routine to help me get through. I was on high alert for a while after being fired, but that’s long gone. Then I figured I was transitioning toward something else and needed to hurry up and find a new school to work at. I visited education centers, sent out résumés, put up a professional profile on LinkedIn, followed up on every opportunity. But even as I was absorbed in that flurry of activity, I realized there was nothing for me. The change was going to be a slow one. I started thinking long-term. I bought the exam workbook for high school teachers, but I didn’t feel like studying. Why bother? For the first time in my life, I seriously questioned whether I’m meant to be a teacher. I studied literature because I like reading, analyzing books, discovering writers I’ve never heard of, revisiting classics from countries around the globe. Teaching seems like the only practical application for my degree. I’ve considered looking in other fields: the publishing world, literary journals, writing schools. But you need contacts in those places, and I don’t have any. I was one of those romantic sorts who choose their majors based on taste and spiritual affinity, not on what’s going to earn them a living. I must be one of the world’s last remaining fools.


And now I’m screwed. It doesn’t seem all that strange for someone who’s unemployed to feel a little useless; the problem is it’s demolishing the image I had of myself. I saw myself as a modern guy, progressive, committed to social justice, eco-minded, able to live with women as fully my equals. The clichés of Spanish masculinity didn’t apply to me. But now I’m finding I’m much more limited than I thought. In the mornings, when Sandra goes to work, I stay home and read. Then I clean the house, do the laundry, hang the clothes out to dry in the courtyard. It bothers me that the neighbors can see me doing the household chores. From their kitchens I can hear the televisions, the endless chatter of the radio. Up on the fifth floor there’s a guy who lost his job a long time ago, the kind who won’t be reentering the workforce. He’s a hipster who writes a music blog as his sole hobby. When I run into him in the elevator, he tells me about bands that are playing in the city, the latest songs he’s downloaded from the web. I used to find it funny, but now I avoid him. I don’t want to think I’m anything like him. I’m embarrassed to be stuck at home—I feel like an elderly housewife. I thought I was beyond certain prejudices, but apparently not.


Sometimes, to avoid suffocating in the apartment, I go to the park to read. It’s pleasant sitting on a bench in the fresh air. When I pause for a moment and look around, I see little kids, too young for school still, and old people of both sexes basking in the sun. There are also South American nannies, a few loafers like me, and three homeless men who always sit together in the same spot. Two of them are young men, and the third is a little older. They pass around the ever-present box of wine, though they never get drunk. They’re all bundled up in tattered clothes even though it’s hot. They’re filthy. They engage in an animated conversation that I can’t hear, slap each other amicably on the back. One of them stands up suddenly in what looks like anger, paces around for a little bit, and then goes back to his place, calm again. Sometimes the older man is racked by a flamboyant coughing fit that sounds like he’s dying; then he laughs. I don’t understand the way they think—they’re strange men. After observing them for a bit, I realize I’ve gotten distracted and am no longer reading. Then I get up and leave; that environment depresses me.


I still see my friends, of course, but they’re all busy with their own stuff. Some of them have lost their jobs too. Some have found new ones, and some haven’t. Some have even gotten used to never doing a lick of work and claim to be in seventh heaven. Two emigrated to Chile. Raúl, one of my friends from college, scrapes by doing odd jobs here and there. He’s remade himself as a plumber, not a bad gig. The other day we got together and had pizza, and he admitted that he’s satisfied with his life. “The important thing is not to just sit around, man. Believe me, I couldn’t take it anymore,” he said. You can tell he knows what he’s talking about.


Living with Sandra has gotten harder. We’ve been living together for five years, and this is the worst we’ve ever gotten along. She claims it’s all because I generate bad energy, and I suppose she’s right. She says I’m always tense, grumpy, flying off the handle over trivial things. She says she’s never seen me like this before, I’m not myself. She’s lucky to know that much—I don’t even know who I was or who I am anymore. And there’s no need to be too harsh on myself—she isn’t acting naturally either. She never talks to me about her work the way she always used to. I guess she doesn’t want to rub it in that she’s working and I’m not. She treats me the way you do a terminally ill person, someone you can’t talk to about your plans for the future. But it’s not all eggshells. She may tread lightly when it comes to work, but she doesn’t hesitate to throw a fit when I’ve forgotten to run an errand or done a sloppy job ironing or left the kitchen floor dirty. And then I get pissed, I lash out at her, and we start fighting. She throws my atavistic sexism in my face, casting herself as the victim, and ends up saying, “Just leave it, I’ll do it. I’ll do it all when I get home from work.” They’re ridiculous arguments, but they sting. Atavistic sexism! It’s no good trying to point out that household chores are monotonous and repetitive regardless of whether you’re a man or a woman. After our arguments, it doesn’t take us long to make up and then make love. But I’m worried because they’re becoming the norm.


Iván, Juana’s crazy grandson, has called me a couple of times. He wanted us to go out for a beer and a chat. I wonder what he’s after. I doubt it’s that he still feels indebted to me from his grandmother’s funeral. In any event, I’ve put him off as best I can. I have no desire to expand my social circle.


 


* * *


 


We’ve had to let go of forty workers, mostly manufacturing and marketing personnel. I feel really bad for them, but a company’s purpose isn’t to hand out charity. I held out as long as I could, but the numbers just weren’t budging. I’m anxious about the future, all the drastic measures we may end up having to implement. Everything’s taken a dizzying turn. Just a couple of years ago, nobody would have imagined the country’s economy would collapse so completely. My only consolation is that my father didn’t live to see it. The only reason I ever regretted not having children was that there wouldn’t be an heir to pass the company down to. So naïve!


David wanted to have children from the beginning. I didn’t. I thought we were good the way we were: in busy solitude. Parenthood would only make our lives more complicated. Finally, after we’d been married a while, I gave in. Everybody else was doing it . . . But then I didn’t get pregnant. We went to the doctor, and it turned out I was the problem. They stuffed me full of pills, without success. After that the treatments became more complicated, and I refused to follow them. I didn’t want them trying things out on my body. I put my foot down, adamant. I’d do exactly the same thing today. I’ll leave my body to science, but I have no desire to be experimented on while I’m still alive, like a guinea pig or a rat.


David didn’t push, but a month after I’d decided to give up on the treatments, he came to me, looking very serious, and said, “Would you be interested in adopting, Irene? I don’t mind, if that’s what you want.” I was astonished. How, when, and why had things turned so completely upside down? I hadn’t been the one driving the conception train in the first place, and now my husband was talking to me as if I might be feeling enormously frustrated, as if I’d had to give up my fondest dream. “Adoption? No way!” I answered. I wasn’t about to go through the experience of adopting a baby who’d turn out to have a heart murmur or some appalling hereditary disease, or to be the child of an alcoholic or a prostitute, with more problems than a fourth-hand car. And I had no intention of traveling to China to pluck one out of an orphanage. I’ve seen those adoptions with friends of ours. Forty-something couples who get baby fever because her biological clock tells her time’s almost up. (Jesus, even the expression biological clock is ridiculous!) And so they dive into a long, torturous process: trips to the foreign country, long waiting periods, paperwork, money—lots of money. You even have to pass evaluations to confirm you’ll make a competent parent! They look into every aspect of your lives, rummage through the most intimate details, scrutinize your bank accounts . . . Awful! Even though you’re willing to take care of someone else’s children from a country on the other side of the globe.


“Are you sure?” David tried to ask again. I don’t think I even answered. I imagine by now he’s got a baby or two with the simultaneous interpreter. Children that she wanted, since she’s young, and that he’s accepted, since he’s in love. No matter how in love he is, though, it must be a shock to his system. Everyone knows the deal: bottles, diapers, slings if you want to go out . . . and you can say goodbye to golf and your tranquil midafternoon glass of whiskey. The house overrun with baby toys and the smell of sour milk. I can’t imagine he’s happy—he’s as selfish and lazy as I am. I’ve always thought that when you do something for somebody, it’s because you’re expecting something in return. What is my dear ex-husband getting in return for spending his days dealing with drool, soggy diapers, teething, and wailing in the middle of the night? But maybe I’m wrong—maybe he’s been seized by a fit of posterity and wants to see the fruits of his new love made real. Maybe he’s starting to share the masculine desire to have progeny, leave a wake as he passes, have his last name live on after him. Maybe he wants to form a real family, sit at the head of the table, and say grace before eating. He’s such a stupid man, I wouldn’t be surprised.


My friends with adopted children—charming couples—are also members of the group that offered me “anything I need” after my divorce. And they’ve made kind and well-intentioned predictions: “You’ll see, after a while things will go back to normal. You’ll start feeling good, maybe even stronger, more sure of yourself.” I haven’t seen them since—they haven’t called once. Lamenting that my friends have “failed me” would suggest that at some point I had faith in them, which isn’t the case. Friends have always mattered to me in a relative sort of way. They’re good for taking care of social needs: going out to dinner, whiling away a couple of hours in conversation . . . and that’s about it. That’s why they tend to be pretty similar, not in personality or ideology but in very concrete things: work colleagues with children around the same age, living in the same neighborhood. They fill an empty space in your life. Myself, I’ve never witnessed one of those epic male friendships nor the total intimacy they say women can achieve. Lifelong loyalty? Not even dogs provide that.


Genoveva Bernat has called a couple of times. I hadn’t told her about my divorce, but of course she found out anyway. The first time, she kept me on the phone for two hours until I finally hung up, pretending I was at the office and had to get back to work. Her endless chatter can be summed up quite briefly: “Let’s go out for drinks sometime and celebrate your freedom. Life goes on, girlfriend. Don’t shut yourself up in your house like a hermit.” Well, at least she didn’t get all tragic on me. Her second call was to invite me to a party she was throwing on the terrace of her penthouse. I told her I wouldn’t be able to make it. She insisted. I’m sure she would have kept insisting we do something together. She’s pretty lonely, and she’s delighted there’s another woman who’s not tied down and is available to go out. Again, the needs that friendship fulfills. Everybody’s kind of given Genoveva the cold shoulder. She’s older than me, about fifty. In her day, she caused quite a scandal when she left her husband and ran off with her personal trainer, a beefy guy, young and handsome but rather scruffy. They lived together for a while, but the passion dried up relatively quickly. She told me once that the guy would always say things like “for all intensive purposes” and “upmost,” and said “utilize” instead of “use.” It got on her nerves, obviously. His family lived in this tiny apartment in a working-class neighborhood. A harebrained idea, running away with a guy like that! Genoveva’s lucky she inherited money from her family and that her ex sends her alimony every month because he doesn’t want to deal with negotiations and lawyers or look bad to our friends. She wasn’t the least bit upset when the affair with the gym nut ended. I always thought she’d wanted to break free from her husband, and her loser lover presented an opportunity. That way, she didn’t have to give so many explanations or spell out her reasons: “I ran off with a hunk”—everybody gets that, right? Once she was free, she got a full facelift and bought a nice penthouse in a well-to-do area. She’s a little slutty, but I doubt that’s why our friends have dropped her. I imagine the real reason is she’s become kind of vulgar: she wears clothes that are too young for her, and her makeup looks like it belongs on the sarcophagus of a pharoah’s mummy. She plays the part of the hot chick living it up, the uninhibited floozy. She says everything is “awesome” and “rough,” “amazing,” and “fantastic,” but it doesn’t seem pathetic because she’s still got a nice figure, lives in high style, and is completely free of hang-ups. She doesn’t care what other people think of her.


Personally I’d never given her much thought, but I realize now how brave she’s been, shrugging off everybody’s opinions, and I like that. I almost admire her. She has undeniable and nearly unbearable flaws: she talks too much, sometimes way too much. She’s always coming up with harebrained business schemes that never materialize. I remember listening to her go on and on about a dance school she was thinking of opening, to be run by some old has-been. She’d even planned out the décor. You just have to let her blabber on. She does have a certain charm.


Genoveva Bernat—she’s a real character. The next time she calls, I’ll tell her yes, I would like to go out with her. Better yet, I’ll call her myself and suggest it. At least with her I won’t feel like she’s judging me, pitying me, trying to finagle information about my breakup so she can gossip about it when I’m not around. It might even be fun.


 


* * *


 


Apparently the guy wasn’t really into the idea of going out for drinks. Maybe he thought I wanted something from him. He must be giving me side-eye since I didn’t visit my grandma as often as he did his. Today he finally said yes, but this is the third time I’ve called him—though I’d have kept calling if I had to. He doesn’t know me; he doesn’t realize nobody gives me no for an answer. So maybe he’ll get to know me better. Of course, it’s a big city and this isn’t his scene, or he’d have realized I’m the goddamn king, the top dog, the fucking emperor. I’m going to wear nice clothes when we go out. Last week I bought seven Armani T-shirts at an outlet mall, one for each day of the week. They look great on me: nipped in at the waist and tight across the shoulders, highlighting my muscles. They’re made of microfiber, really awesome. Today I’m wearing a khaki shirt, Diesel jeans, and black Nikes. The other day some girls coming out of the middle school stopped to watch me walk by. I spotted them rolling their eyes and elbowing each other. When they realized I’d seen them, they burst into peals of laughter. All in uniforms with their hair pulled back with a headband, but girls enjoy fresh meat. They’re like wild animals in Africa. If they catch you, they’ll take a bite. Their breasts were already visible beneath their shirts.


I’d arranged to meet him at the Cocoa at seven so it would be clear I’m loaded. I’m pretty sure he thinks I want something from him. Maybe he thinks I’m a junkie and drug dealer like my mother and I’m looking to sell him some product. Maybe I made a mistake at the cemetery and he is trying to play a part: intellectual, teacher, bookworm. But he’s an out-of-work wimp, a loser the nuns put out on the street. So he’d better not start acting all superior or it won’t be a long conversation: I’ll have one beer to hold up my end of the bargain and then take off. But hang on, Iván, you’re getting ahead of yourself! Slow down. Maybe the reason he didn’t want to come out all this time is he was just depressed.


Look, there he is. I raise my hand so he’ll spot my table. He smiles my way. Like I said, he’s a good dude. He shakes my hand, takes the chair next to me.


“Hey, man, good to see you! How’s it going, Javier?”


“Well, I’m alive.”


Yeah, he’s alive. But the guy’s wasting away—he’s lost weight and has bags under his eyes. He’s obviously having a rough time with the unemployment thing. There’s this one friend of mine who took it real hard. He lost fifteen pounds the first year. He looked like a skeleton in sneakers. He used to get high all the time in order to forget. He said his self-esteem was shot. The second year he had an easier time of it, though he kept getting high. I stopped seeing him after that—I’m sure he ended up in a real mess. People get worn out quickly, don’t know how to fix their problems, just stand there waiting for the solution to rain down from the sky. And not a drop falls, of course. This is an arid country.


“And how are you doing, Iván the Terrible?”


“Why terrible?”


“It’s what they called one of the Russian emperors.”


“Oh, OK. Shit, man, we’re off to a good start! I’m going to do an Internet search for that guy, and if nothing comes up I’m coming after you.”


He laughs, but the poor guy’s worn down. I can tell even though it’s only the second time we’ve seen each other. I’ll see if I can pep him up a little. He may be a brainiac with a college degree, but I’m an outstanding psychologist. I’ve got people pegged right off the bat. One look, and I can even tell you what color boxers they’re wearing.


“I’m doing OK, man, keeping my head above water. Let’s have a few beers, as the good Lord wills it.”


“Keeping your head above water?”


“Always!”


I hope the teacher realizes it soon and takes note: there may be a hell of a crisis happening, but not even the entire Nazi army, all firing at once, could sink me. I’ve always got my head sticking out of the foxhole. Nothing gets me down. I know what’s what. Politics and banks bore me to tears. I’ve always done my own thing, even back when everybody was rolling in dough and it seemed like they were the masters of the universe. I had a few friends who were more useless than the Pope’s pecker, but they earned a good chunk just for climbing up a scaffold and slinging some bricks around. They’d go to Cancún on vacation, buy Audis or BMWs, and drink high-end wine. Sometimes at the restaurant they’d taste it and tell the waiter to take the bottle back because it was a little past its prime. Guys who’d never imbibed anything but cheap beer and box wine. I’d think, “One of these days, man, you’re going to fall off that cloud, and you’re in for a hard landing.” And that’s what happened. Now everybody’s so screwed, it’s like they’ve been worked over with a screwdriver. If they aren’t unemployed, all they can find is temporary work that doesn’t pay shit. Now it’s Cancún Schmancún, and box wine is back on the menu.


“Didn’t you see it coming, Javier, this fucking recession?”


“I guess so. But my teacher’s salary was already really low.”


Iván may be crazy, but he’s funny—and he’s right too. I didn’t see it as clearly as he did, maybe because I was still pretty young during the construction boom. But I did see that people were improving their lifestyles but not their education. The review courses I taught at school weren’t considered necessary. They were a luxury. The head teacher had learned that schools in the advanced countries offered those kinds of classes. France, Germany—if the European elite had them, why shouldn’t we? But the money isn’t flowing freely anymore, and the courses have been dropped. Nobody thinks they serve any purpose.


“The nuns didn’t want to pay an extra teacher.”


“Don’t get me started on nuns and priests! They’re all a bunch of fraudsters and freeloaders.”


I have to let this teacher know I’m in the same boat; I’m like him, even though I didn’t go to college. But life’s a funny business—he’s been kicked off, and I’m still riding the train. He laughs when I talk, cracking up—he thinks I’m funny. That’s good.


“Did you know I take flowers to my grandma’s grave, Javier? Yeah, man, don’t laugh, I’m being serious. I barely saw her when she was alive, but now I leave her giant-ass carnation wreaths. They don’t allow candles in the cemetery, though—I guess they don’t want us setting the dead on fire. I know it doesn’t do my grandma much good now, but better late than never, right? You didn’t know her that well, but you must know my Grandma Juana was a pain in the ass. She used to tell stories that would put you right to sleep—wake me up when it’s over. The Civil War, man, if you can believe that shit! How because of that bastard Franco they ate lentils and brown bread every day. And stories about when she got married, to my grandfather, I guess—I never met him. How she wore a white dress and satin shoes, and how her veil was blah blah blah. Shit, man, she told me about every fucking stitch of that fucking dress! It nearly made my head explode, man, really, like a bomb. But the worst was when she’d hand out advice by the fistful. ‘Be a good boy.’ How the hell am I supposed to do that, grandma? Some assholes can’t stop being assholes no matter how hard they try. Anyway, you get it, Javier—my grandma was a real drag, and I’m not going to pretend otherwise just because she’s dead. I loved her, though—don’t get me wrong. The thing is, I don’t understand why we have to go visit the people we love all the time. No matter how often I went to see my grandma, she was still a drag and I was never a good boy, so if nothing was going to change, what was the point? Jesus, man, why are you laughing like that? I’m being serious here.”


“I know, I know. Don’t mind me. Something came over me.”


Iván is quite a surprise. He’s no dummy. Everything he says has this sardonic quality that’s humorous, refreshing, but critical at the same time. He’s like a street cat: clever, quick, able to run away from the enemy or turn to fight as the occasion requires. And from the little I know, he could easily have turned out surly or depressive . . . but no, he seems to have come through all right. I haven’t had this much fun in a while. Lord knows how he pulled that off. I’m really curious about how he makes his living, but I’m embarrassed to ask and he’s not telling. Maybe it’s too soon.


“I have to go, Iván. Maybe we can get together some other time for another beer.”


“Of course, man, of course we can get together some other time! I’ll call you. Oh, no, don’t even think about it! Put down that check. It’s my treat.”


Even his face has changed. Poor guy, he must be pretty miserable!


 


* * *


 


“Genoveva? It’s Irene Sancho. How are you?”


“Oh, darling, what a surprise! I’m great, how about you?”


Well, look who’s showed up. I don’t have to ask, I already know how she is: only the lonely, right? That’s why she’s calling. Every time I’ve called her, she’s totally ignored me. She didn’t even want to come to my party the other day. Maybe she doesn’t remember she stopped inviting me to hers. I don’t care, though; I’m not losing any sleep over it. Which is why I called her—because I couldn’t care less what other people think, and so she’d know I’d heard about her divorce. So he flew the coop—welcome to the club of independent women. There are other fish in the sea, as I hope she’s finally figured out. Irene, the perfect woman, always cold and distant, like she’s above all these worldly things. The model businesswoman, daddy’s girl, faithful wife . . . Well, look where that’s gotten you, sweetheart: gored by the bull like everybody else. It’s true that when I went through mine, she wasn’t mean about it. She never looked down on me or took digs at me the way others did. But some attitudes speak for themselves: that pitying look of hers . . . And you know, at least my husband didn’t leave me for another woman—I was the one who left him. I imagine our friends have turned their backs on her, which is why she’s coming to me. Or maybe she’s just bored to death with them. Going out with friends from when you were married is awful. It’s like you’re a widow, like you’ve got the plague—everybody seems to feel sorry for you. It’s really obvious the relationship isn’t natural, and the more they try to fake it, the worse it is. They didn’t do that with me, of course, because I was the bad girl, the wild child, the slut who left her husband for a younger guy. Since they were supposedly all progressive and high-minded, nobody ever mentioned it to me, but they treated me with complete disdain. I kept going to their get-togethers for a bit, but after a while I stopped. I stopped because I wanted to. I’d had it up to here with their fakery and sideways looks and pretending to be something they’re not. Plus I was bored, like she probably is now. I’d always thought they were boring, right from the start: so proper, so formal. No surprise there: I met them all through my husband, and my husband’s the most boring man on earth. Poor Adolfo, everybody said when I left him: how he’d always been a gentleman with me, never retaliated or spoke ill of me, still pays me alimony, is having to rebuild his life at this age. Nobody got to the root of the problem. Adolfo is significantly older than I am, and he hasn’t aged well. He’s broad in the beam and deadly dull. He’s quiet, stuck in his ways, a homebody. He repeats the same endless routine: work, home again, and early to bed. You don’t need a hot wife like me for that sort of thing. I may be older now, but I’m still attractive and I’ve got blood running through my veins. Plus I’m lots of fun—people laugh a ton when they’re with me. Not like my ex. And don’t even get me started on the sex issue: just one quick session once a month, God forbid the man wear himself out. No thank you! If that’s what he’s after, he can find a caregiver or a Benedictine nun, or become a monk himself.


I won’t say Adolfo behaved badly after our divorce because it wouldn’t be true, but the only reason he pays me alimony is because he wants to. I didn’t ask him for it. I never needed his money during our marriage. When my parents died, my brother and I inherited a wad in property and country estates. Of course, we’ve sold most of it over the years, but there’s still a bit left that we could sell if it came down to it. It’s great to have the alimony, of course, because I can leave the inheritance for my old age. But I don’t need it—I’ve never had to ask anybody for anything. I wasn’t born under a bridge. Sure, Irene’s father left her a systems factory, which is nice, and she’s an economist, which is great. I didn’t go to college because it sounded like a drag, but my father owned the largest scrap metal company in Spain. That might sound bad to refined ears, huh? Like he ran a junkyard or something. Anyway, I figure those friends from the club are envious of me, and that’s why they look right past me. And I’ve heard Irene’s company isn’t doing so well thanks to the crisis, so off your high horse, princess.


“Oh, of course, darling, let’s have a drink at the Manhattan! What time do you finish up at the factory? Perfect, I’ll be there.”


There’s Genoveva. I don’t know if I would have recognized her if we hadn’t arranged to meet. It’s been so long since we last saw each other! She looks different—all dolled up! Low-cut black dress, a thin white blazer, black-and-white shoes. She’s got two bracelets on one wrist: one made of ebony and the other of ivory. She looks very sophisticated. She smiles at me. We exchange kisses. She practically shrieks:


“You look gorgeous! I think you’ve lost some weight. Come on, take a seat. I’ll have a gin and tonic with Sapphire and Nordic. And she’ll have . . . ”


She’s not looking well. Bags under her eyes, gaunt—she must be having an awful time of it. It must be a bitter pill to swallow, having your husband leave you for a younger woman, though I could see it coming a mile away. David always struck me as a selfish type. A brilliant lawyer, absolutely brilliant, but the first thing he does is get a job in his father-in-law’s company. I heard she fired him. I wonder what he’s doing now. Now that he’s a high-powered professional, I imagine he’ll be able to make it on his own. Men are something else, always looking out for number one. Being here with her, I even feel sorry for her. Whatever her faults, she didn’t deserve that.


“How are you doing, darling? What’s new?”


“Not much, Genoveva. You know how it is.”


There’s not much she doesn’t know already. Just this: I’m starting to get sick of being the poor abandoned wife, and if she starts pitying me the way everybody else does, this conversation won’t last long. Now that I see her close up, it seems like she’s gotten plastic surgery again. She used to have crow’s feet around her eyes even after her facelift, but now they’re gone. Her chin was also starting to sag, I remember clearly. She doesn’t look fifty, but she doesn’t look younger either. She looks worryingly fragile now, like a glass doll that might break with the slightest movement. She hasn’t just gotten a couple of touchups—she must have gotten the full treatment again. What for? Is she hoping to stay sexy? Her cheeks are stretched too tight and her eyebrows are too high. Is she looking for a new lover, or is it that she already has one and is trying to be beautiful for him? How exhausting! It must be awful to fight the aging process every day. I couldn’t do it. I go to the gym, try not to gain weight, use high-quality moisturizers, buy expensive clothes, but eternal youth . . . Whatever for?


“Do you see the old gang much, Irene?”


“Well, you know how they are.”


Of course she realizes I’ve called because I’m moving on from that gang. If she asks, it’s because she wants a little tribute from me. She wants me to criticize them, to tell her I’m seeking out her company because she is so far superior to the others. That’s her price. Fine. I want her to know I’m not afraid of social rejection or idle gossip; the only thing I can’t stand is being single in a world full of respectable and supposedly happy couples. I tell her that, tell her I can’t bear people’s phony offers of impartial moral support. I tell her I don’t need anyone to help me stay on my feet: I’m not overwhelmed by crying jags or eaten alive by loneliness or sinking into a depression. I’m not looking for consolation or company. I’m good on my own. David is part of the past now. I don’t mention that I feel profoundly that I’ve wasted my time, failed to take advantage of my life. Instead, I say, “I want to have a good time, Genoveva. I’ve worked too hard, been too serious and formal. So now I want to go to trendy bars, talk nonsense, laugh, do frivolous things, even dance. Do you know what I mean?”


“Of course I do, honey! How could I not? I understand you better than anybody, believe me.”


If a good time is what she’s looking for, she doesn’t need to worry about that: we’re going to have a fabulous time. I’m particularly relieved that she said she doesn’t cry. The tears of abandoned wives drag me down like nothing else. The only reason they want to go out with you is to launch into the same old tale of woe: my ex turned out to be an asshole, I never saw it coming . . . such a bore. Life’s short, and if you spend it listening to other people’s problems, you’re wasting precious time.


“I got another facelift, Irene, did you notice? Dr. Martínez Santos isn’t just a sweetheart, she’s a total superstar, the best of the best. She’s used this new technique on me that’s really amazing. They stretch out your face muscles too, not just your skin, and the really innovative thing is they insert a mesh of gold wires with these strategic anchor points. That way, when the skin gets loose again after a while, they just tighten the wires and ta-da!, everything moves back up, no need for another operation. I’m telling you, it’s amazing, though I have to admit it was pretty painful. I had a rough few days, but it was worth it—it took ten years off me. If you want, I can go see the doctor with you and you can get something done. Of course, you’re younger than I am—you’ve got time.”
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