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INVENTING LOVE


Samuel leads a comfortable but uninspiring existence in Madrid, consoling himself among friends who have reached a similar point in life. One night he receives a call. Clara, his lover, has died in a car accident. The thing is, he doesn’t know anyone called Clara.


A simple case of mistaken identity offers Samuel the chance to inhabit another, more tumultuous life, leading him to consider whether, if he invents a past of love and loss, he could even attend her funeral? Unable to resist the chance, Samuel finds himself drawn down a path of lies until he begins to have trouble distinguishing between truth and fantasy. But such is the allure of his invented life that he is willing to persist and in the process create a new version of the present – with little regard for the consequences to himself and to others.


José Ovejero’s existential tale of stolen identity exposes the fictions people weave to sustain themselves in a dehumanizing modern world.


Inventing Love is a title in the Spanish Season of the World Series from Peter Owen Publishers in association with Istros Books, bringing some of the best contemporary writing from Spain to English-speaking readers. The other titles in the season are Nona’s Room by Cristina Fernández Cubas and Wolf Moon by Julio Llamazares.





Praise for Inventing Love



Winner of the Premio Alfaguara de Novela 2013


‘Inventing Love reveals the transformational force of the imagination and its ability to construct new realities.’
– Manuel Rivas, Chair of the Alfaguara Prize Jury 2013


‘You read Ovejero with fascination and trepidation because he always takes you to the edge of the abyss. He is one of the best writers of his generation.’ – El País


‘An excellent novel, profound but accessible and magnificently written.’ – El Cultural
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JOSÉ OVEJERO (b. 1958 in Madrid) is an award-winning Spanish writer. His first published work was a collection of narrative poems on Henry Morton Stanley. Since then he has published seven novels as well short stories, essays and poetry. His principal themes are interpersonal relationships and the issues experienced in Spanish society since the economic crash of 2008. His work has been translated into a number of languages, including one previous novel in English, Nothing Ever Happens (Nunca pasa nada, 2007). Inventing Love (2013) was awarded the prestigious Premio Alfaguara de Novela in 2013.
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As I climb up the stairs and go out on to the terrace I feel the dry early-morning air clear away the drowsiness brought on by alcohol and the time of night. A bat zigzags over my friends’ heads as if inspecting them uneasily from on high, then it disappears again into the shadows. It’s night-time in Madrid, and we’re on my terrace. We’re drunk, at that stage I just love when people argue almost without any inhibitions, when everyone is either happier or sadder than they can ever be in their daily lives without becoming aggressive or bursting into tears or into song. The night (or rather, the dawn, because there is a tinge of pink to the sky over there on the other side of Madrid, beyond Atocha Station, beyond Vallecas, beyond the rhomboid shapes which, from the terrace, seem to delineate the city limits) has slowed down, like our speech, like our eyelids. All our movements are slightly slower. Fran runs his fingers through his hair and says, ‘I don’t know, man.’ Probably because by now even he has forgotten what they were talking about and all he has left is that sad weariness he drags around with him and which creeps into all his jokes. Sometimes, when he gets gloomy, he claims it’s because he’s depressed about the state of the world and it’s nothing to do with self-pity or his unfulfilled dreams.


‘No, not again,’ says Javier, throwing his napkin on to the table. He pushes back his seat and himself with it, makes as if to get up and then stops, because Fran’s speeches always exasperate him but at the same time they mean he can answer back angrily himself, and while Fran’s anger is pitched against the whole world Javier’s is specifically aimed at each and every inhabitant of the planet. So, while Fran tends to express his anger slowly, without a big palaver, almost turning it back on himself because the whole world isn’t there to soak it up, Javier, who feels his malaise like a personal affront, shouts, snorts, insults and attacks his opponent. He treats every argument like a boxing match. ‘Not again, we’ve already heard that one.’


‘The fact is, it’s all shit, pure capitalism. We’ve got a fascist king, a fascist government –’


‘This isn’t a proper discussion. If you start coming out with all that crap we might as well not bother.’


 ‘Our whole economic system is fascist.’


‘And you work for Banco de Santander! You’re a fine one to talk.’


‘Exactly. I know the system from the inside. They’re all crooks.’


‘Well, leave then. No one’s forcing you to work for Santander.’


‘Yeah, well –’


‘And don’t start moaning about the cost of sending your children to school or university because I’ve been hearing all that ever since I met you. Long live the revolution, but let’s have private schooling for the kids, English lessons in London and a master’s degree in –’


‘English lessons in New York. They prefer to go to the US, the imperial seat of power. My children know what they want.’


‘OK, New York. You state the case better than I do. Piss off. And don’t come back until you can say something useful.’


Fran looks down into the bottom of his glass with a half-smile on his face. What would he do if he left his job at the bank? What strategy would he use to carry on feeling passively unhappy?


I love our useless arguments, the pleasure of repetition, reminding ourselves who we are. We don’t talk in order to reach a conclusion but to hear our counterpart refute our argument, whatever it is, and we know that we can rely on them, that they are not going to leave us be with our contradictions.


We’ve all hit forty, all six of us. We’re already facing that fall, that sinking from the heights (if any of us actually reached the heights), and also the prospect of new opportunities, the promise of change. Looking at it realistically, forty is not so old. We can still sometimes lift up our heads and say, ‘Why not? I’ve still got enough time.’ And like bloodhounds we can sniff out a trail through the undergrowth that has overrun the neglected side-tracks, because for years we have been travelling the same highway without daring to make a detour. And having given that possibility due consideration we can carry on calmly with our lives, not particularly happy or sad either but moderately satisfied, and we swallow our dreams.


Forty-something is the accursed time of life, not adolescence as is widely supposed and not old age either. When you’re an adolescent you feel a creative anger that doesn’t tie you down or chain you to the memory of supposedly better times. The very fear you experience is the fuel keeping you alive, making you look for a way in or out, and if you get depressed at least you can say it’s not your fault that the world is in such a mess. When you’re an adolescent it’s always someone else’s fault. And when you’re old, you’ve had time to accept the blame and to adjust to your own limitations. Now, just as I was thinking about all that, Javier has insulted Fran because what he’s saying doesn’t make sense. There’s no one who could be more convinced than Javier that things should make sense, and he tells Fran that the reason he’s so radical is so that he doesn’t have to do anything. ‘If everything’s shit you don’t have to bother to lift a finger,’ he tells him, stabbing at the air with a finger of his own. I want to give them all a hug, to comfort them. I love them dearly because they’re all so lost. By now the lights on the buildings close by have all gone out and so have the lights on the bell-tower of San Cayetano Church. The only light in the vicinity is the light from my own terrace. We’re all adrift on the raft of the Medusa on the dark ocean of our inebriation.


I come up behind Alicia. She doesn’t usually get involved in arguments except to say that we remind her of her family who, despite the passing of the years, still seem bogged down in the same old squabbles. She smokes too much, she chews her hangnails and sometimes she clicks her tongue. She always seems to be about to go off somewhere, as if she’s expected somewhere else, somewhere she would actually rather be. But she’s usually the last one to leave, squeezing the last drop out of the evening, the company, the sound of our voices. I put a hand on her shoulder and lean forward so that I can whisper in her ear. ‘Will you stay the night?’ And without turning around she raises her glass as if in a toast and replies in a loud voice, ‘You must be joking!’


What a pity. I’d like Alicia to stay the night, our arms around each other, peering over the terrace parapet, which is like a box in the theatre from which we can see, spread out below us, a set on to which we can project our fantasies. I’ve always liked living in loft apartments and penthouses because their windows and terraces let you see a world you can enjoy without it belonging to you. You don’t have to look after it, no one asks you to repair the roof or realign the aerial. It is there for you to look at, and when you peer out into that vast open space you feel like a landowner who goes out to the countryside every Sunday and stands there, smoking, looking out over the estate that he doesn’t have to irrigate or plough or harvest.


I’ve also always liked women who allow me to enjoy their company without making me do the difficult, never-ending and sometimes unrewarding work demanded by any kind of long-term cohabitation, a relationship that ought to grow and prosper, but for it to do so you also need to irrigate and plough, and even when the harvest is plentiful the end result can also be exhausting. I’m one of those men who some women would say are scared of commitment. I wouldn’t say that I actually feel scared, although it’s a healthy enough reaction for any living being faced with danger. Fear protects us and keeps us safe. Those who have no fear die from their own stupidity. Courage is praiseworthy when a courageous person sacrifices themselves for us. But I don’t have any vocation to be a martyr or a hero. All I want is to look at cities from above and to put my arms around women who don’t say the words ‘for ever’. Or who said them once and now regret it. I’m very fond of married women.


Alicia sits there with her head tilted slightly to one side, smiling maybe because of something she’s heard or remembered, using her index finger to stir the drink she’s holding in her other hand very slowly. Then she takes her finger out and licks it absent-mindedly. It’s an image straight out of the beginning of a porn movie. She doesn’t even notice that I’m watching her. And now she laughs out loud at something someone has said at the table that I didn’t hear. It’s Javier’s wife who’s talking. She’s the only one at this stage of the proceedings who still seems to have any energy and drive left. It wouldn’t surprise me if she suggested, as she usually does, a final drink in some all-night place. The last one, the need to stretch out for just a little longer that fragment of suspended time when we can forget about the daily grind and our personal problems because, despite all the years we have known each other, when one of us asks ‘How are you?’ we still obstinately reply ‘Fine’.
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It’s late. It’s early. Fran stands up, turns around slowly, takes a cigarette packet out of his shirt pocket, looks inside it as if he’s confirming something awful that he’s known about for some time, crushes it and puts it back in his pocket. ‘Let’s go,’ he says, converting his indecision into speech with great dexterity, consulting his wife over the top of his glasses. It’s Javier’s wife who stands up and takes his arm protectively. She is usually affectionate towards him, as if to comfort him after Javier’s attacks or because she knows that he needs Javier’s invective as a punishment for leading an inconsequential life, and she strokes and fusses over him as if he were a wounded animal.


The hugs are somewhat more prolonged than when everyone arrived, when our movements were quicker and our speech was lighter. Alicia gives me a hug that is equally long-drawn-out. The kisses planted imprecisely on either cheek hold no special meaning, her breath promises nothing, her breasts approach me asexually and unfeeling.


In a short while I shan’t remember who was the last to leave or what words we exchanged. My brain is like cotton wool. I was going to say like a scouring pad, but that would be too rough an image, and I’m OK, I’m feeling good. I go up to the terrace, now deserted. It’s particularly quiet, as if the departure of my friends had not only taken away their voices but had also absorbed other sounds, as if the vacuum left behind them had sucked the substance out of things. I wobble a bit, but I don’t feel completely drunk. The glasses, plates, bottles, ashtrays, screwed-up napkins, remains of prawns and bread and salami skins, all the leftovers now look sad and old and promise an awakening with a hangover and a bad taste in the mouth. I lean against the parapet and look back towards the south of the city, the other side of the river, where the end of the buildings and the beginning of the plain can be glimpsed in the dull light of dawn.


The phone rings. It’s the landline. No one calls me on the landline any more. I decide to ignore it, but ignoring it is a hassle because it’s just now that the new day, instead of gradually dawning, bursts into life, an orange explosion that lights up the clouds as if they were a stage curtain going up in flames. But the ringing stops me sinking into myself with that contented smile frozen on my lips, which I suppose from the outside might look a bit simple but which is just an expression of happiness, being on my terrace from where I can see all of Madrid, from the Cerro de los Angeles on one side to the Sierra de Guadarrama on the other, with Vallecas to the east, only the northeast hidden by a few higher buildings. I can also see the different angles of the roofs, which at sunset vaguely call to mind a Cézanne, and I can see towers and bell-towers, aerials and the dawn, which, from the look of it, can only culminate in a particularly meaningful declaration by Jehovah or Zeus or some other deity with a voice of thunder.


But the telephone is ringing. Again and again, every minute or so, interrupting the moment, making the image blur. I can’t see it the same way as before, feeling satisfied, calm, almost moved by it. Now I’m tense, waiting for the phone to ring again. It makes a strident, old-fashioned ring-ring sound, which came as the default setting, and I haven’t had the patience to change it to a more pleasing ringtone.


I go downstairs to fetch the phone. One of my friends must have forgotten something, a handbag or perhaps their car keys, and will now come back to collect them, whoever it is, and they’ll sit down for a moment and have a last glass of bourbon. Or perhaps it’s Alicia, who’s thought it over and decided to come back to share my bed and take away these shivers caused by the morning dew. It’s not that I fancy having sex at this time in the morning, my head all woolly, but I do like the idea of sleeping snuggled up to her, with my face against the back of her neck and my hands clasped across her naked stomach. I go back up the stairs unhurriedly, with the cordless phone still in my hand, convinced that it will stop ringing before I get to the terrace and I won’t have to answer. And it does stop. But after a short pause it starts ringing again, and up there, in the open air, in the pervasive silence of the dawn, it sounds even more strident and inappropriate.


 ‘Hello?’


‘Samuel?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Luis.’


There is a moment of silence in which I have time to think that it’s not one of my friends, and an alarm goes off in my brain, like when you hear a police car or ambulance siren approaching in the middle of the night and you realize that it could be a sudden warning that the order of things is going to change at any time. Before, everything was as it has always been, accompanied by the humble monotony of days when break fast is always the same and by the time you go to bed nothing remarkable has happened. But a phone call from a stranger at five or six in the morning can only herald an important shift, a transformation which perhaps will make everything that went before cease to be and suddenly send the story we were reading in a completely different direction, one we were not expecting. Although I want to believe that it’s not so, that it’s a false alarm, I don’t recognize the number on the screen and neither do I recognize the voice and nor do I have any close friends called Luis, and this long silence followed by a sob doesn’t make any sense at all. Nor does the sound of sniffling, the sound of someone whose misfortune I won’t get to learn about because the misunder standing will be resolved right away and the man will apologize and hang up and redial so that he can have a conversation I will no longer be a witness to.


‘What’s up?’


‘I’m sorry, Samuel, I’m really sorry.’


‘I think you’ve got the wrong number,’ I say, but my conviction falters when I realize that he’s calling me by my name.


‘It’s about Clara. This evening. Not long ago. Fuck, I’m so sorry.’


‘Clara,’ I say, and I rack my brains, thinking that I don’t want him to hang up yet. Before I go to sleep I need to hear this story which is not my story, precisely so that it can become mine, too, just as we read a novel in order to add stories to our lives, stories which, however dramatic they may be, are actually innocuous, we think, because they can’t really affect us. I want to know who this Clara is and what she’s done, what relationship I had with her and why I’m going to be sorry.


‘We’ve never met, but Clara spoke about you loads of times. Loads. Fucking hell. And now, look…’


‘Yes, of course. Clara. What’s happened?’


‘She was coming into Madrid, on the main road from La Coruña. She had to avoid a pedestrian who had the bright idea – people are crazy – to cross the main road from La Coruña, and she tried to swerve to avoid him and she lost control.’


‘Is she OK?’


‘I’m telling you, she’s dead. She died. I don’t fucking believe it. Clara’s dead.’


Now neither of us says a word. I don’t know if he’s not saying anything because he’s crying or because he’s fighting to hold it back, but I can’t hear sobbing or choking. Two swifts chase each other dizzily across the sky. I would like to know if these chases are a game or rivalry or a mating ritual. What would happen if the pursuer caught the pursued? But this never seems to happen. As if an unwritten rule of life for swifts is that you must never catch the one in front, even if sometimes you’re faster than it. The hare that, however fast it runs, can never overtake the tortoise.


‘Are you still there?’


I make a noise to show that I am while I turn my head to follow the movements of these first two swifts of the morning, feeling slightly nauseous.


‘I don’t expect you’ll go, but just so you know, the cremation service is the day after tomorrow, at eleven o’clock.’


‘Saturday?’


‘Yes. Saturday. Have you got something to write on? I’ll give you the address.’


‘Go ahead,’ I say, and I make a mental note of the address.


‘I don’t think I’ll go. I hardly know anyone either. Well, she’ll have told you about my relationship with her, a long time ago now, although we still spoke on the phone sometimes, not so much recently…’


 ‘But you were crying earlier.’


‘Of course, I mean, well, fucking hell, she was only thirty, and I used to really love her. And for you as well, I can imagine it must be …’


‘I don’t know what to say.’


‘I can imagine. What can you say when something like this happens? Except that she should have run the bastard down. She should have run over his skull and splattered his brains, yeah?’


‘I don’t know really.’


‘Well, I just thought I’d tell you, and I thought no one else would … Well, anyway, call me whenever you feel like it. I know we’ve never met, but that doesn’t matter. You can come over, and we can talk or smoke a few joints. Or we can find out where that moron lives and go and give him a good kicking.’


‘What moron?’


‘Him, the one who crossed the road. OK, it was only an idea. Call it a joke, well, not a joke, I’m just angry. Anyway, I’m sorry, I’m really sorry. Are you going to tell your wife?’


‘My wife?’


‘I’m sorry, I’m talking rubbish. You’ve got my number on your screen, yeah? Call me, seriously. And we can talk. I’m very sorry. Fucking hell. I can’t believe it. It’s all so sudden.’


I leave the telephone on the table, among the glasses and dirty plates. In just a few minutes the sky has changed. Now it’s a string of dying embers hidden behind ashen clouds. I think back, run through the faces of people who have disappeared from my life. The girl from next door who moved away, first to another city and then to another country. The girl who got married to a man I couldn’t stand. The girl who got so upset with me – stupidly – just because I stood her up once that she never spoke to me again. I recall the faces and names of girlfriends and lovers, that album of somewhat yellowed photographs that makes me feel older than my years. I also look back through the torn-out pages, the ones I’m sure contained some image that I’ve forgotten. There were other women, episodes that left no marks or scars, brief adventures or friendships. What were their names? How did their voices sound? And their laughter? But although I spend some time trying to reconstruct my history of love affairs it’s a jumbled-up puzzle with pieces that don’t fit together, and I know that the effort is futile. I’m sure that I’ve never been friends with anyone called Clara.




Some people hate Mondays. I hate Fridays. I don’t dislike my job, at least, not so much that I want to look for another one. But when Friday comes around I always feel that I’ve done enough, that I’ve sacrificed more time than anyone could reasonably ask of me. And yet, it’s often on Fridays when all the urgent orders pile up and I have to stay in the office after eight o’clock, which is when I usually go home.


It’s a Friday today. When the first thing you see on your desk on a Friday is a note from the office secretary asking you to go and see José Manuel as soon as you get in you can be sure that it’s going to be a very long day. A last-minute emergency, a mistake to put right, some problem that can’t wait until Monday.


I knock on José Manuel’s door and go straight in without waiting for a response. He’s standing facing the door with his arms folded as if he’s been waiting for me for ages, impatiently.


‘Are you really that stupid?’


‘Good morning. Nice to see you, too.’


‘Don’t fudge me around, Samuel.’


José Manuel is incapable of uttering swear words. Instead he uses words that sound like them but aren’t, such as fudge or flipping or sugar or darn it. Coming from someone born in the outer suburbs in the south of Madrid this can only mean that he is trying to hide his social class and where he comes from. By concealing who he really is, José Manuel could end up like the character in that Woody Allen film who slides out of focus. If I weren’t worried about offending him (José Manuel takes offence very easily) I’d tell him that he should have been a criminal, robbing banks or jewellery shops. The witnesses wouldn’t be able to say if he was fair or dark, or if his nose was hooked or straight, or if his eyes were big or small. They wouldn’t recognize him a few days later let alone be able to put together an e-fit.


‘What’s up? Have I done something wrong? Come on, stop looking at me like you’re the head of the Inquisition and tell me what’s up.’


‘What’s up? There won’t be anything up or down if you keep throwing money down the drain. This is the second time. What’s wrong with you?’


‘You mean the latest quote?’


‘Yes. You didn’t use current prices for the plumbing or for the units. You got the tiles right, by some stroke of luck. Don’t smirk. It’s really not funny. This is the biggest order we’ve had all year, and thanks to you all the profit will go up in smoke.’


‘Not all of it.’


‘Some of it. It’s not like we’re made of money.’


‘We can send them a corrected quote.’


‘Yeah, yeah. But what’s the betting they’ll accept it straight away and then it’s a legally binding agreement. Before you know it they’ll have us in court for breach of contract.’


‘It was a mistake, for fuck’s sake. Don’t blow it out of proportion.’


‘Well send them a correction then. Today. You’ve got the whole of today to do it. Call them first and apologize and then fax them the new one. This has to stop. Is there something wrong with you? Seriously, I’ve been thinking about buying you out. You’ve lost interest. If you were just an employee I’d understand if you didn’t care about the business, but you’re one of the owners as well, for goodness’ sake.’


That’s when I notice how tired I feel. Not just from staying up all night, or the hangover, or because it’s Friday. I’m tired of playing a role, the role of an employee and a shareholder as well, the serious, responsible person I never wanted to be. Just like my friends, who have suddenly started to look suspiciously like their parents. It’s as if their parents were alien body snatchers who have invaded a town in the American Midwest and taken over their victims’ bodies. The victims still look the same but, in fact, they’ve been possessed by the aliens’ evil intent.


I walk past José Manuel without replying and sit down on that leather sofa that’s just a bit too shabby for the office of a successful business. I really don’t want to get embroiled in another argument with him over the effort required to make the business succeed and the virtues of self-confidence and a positive attitude, which he’s read about in his self-improvement books for entrepreneurs.


‘I’m going to a funeral tomorrow,’ I say, picking at the scuffed leather of the sofa with my fingernail.


‘A funeral? Anyone close?’


‘Yes, very.’


José Manuel takes a couple of steps towards the sofa, perhaps in the belief that such a revelation calls for physical contact, then he thinks better of it and goes and sits behind his desk.


‘For crying out loud, mate, why didn’t you tell me? I mean, we’re partners, but we’re friends, too. It’s not your mother?’


‘No, a girlfriend. We were very close.’


‘That one you went out with last year?’


‘Julia? No, I’ve not heard from her for ages. Someone else. You don’t know her. Her name was Clara.’


‘Well you’ve never mentioned her before. My wife was saying only recently that it’s not like you to be single for long.’


‘There you are then. She was right.’


‘You never tell me anything. So she’s dead. Was she very young? No, sorry, how stupid of me, of course she was young.’


‘It was an accident. She swerved to avoid a pedestrian. She always used to drive when we went anywhere by car, and we’d argue every time she slammed on the brakes so as not to run over a pigeon or a cat. I’d tell her she was risking our lives for the sake of some stupid animal, and she’d say that she couldn’t just run over an animal without trying to avoid it. This time it was a man. She swerved and went off the road. He survived, naturally.’


‘Gosh. Right. You go home. I’ll sort out the quote. No wonder you couldn’t concentrate. You might have told me. You could have taken the day off.’


‘We’d broken up. I didn’t think it would affect me so much, but now I realize how much I miss her. Now that she really isn’t here any more.’


It’s all very melodramatic, and I can feel a lump in my throat. I’m genuinely moved as well as confused. I’ve never concocted such a ridiculous story just to get off work before, and what’s even more ridiculous is this sense of grief for an irreparable loss that I’ve just invented myself.


‘What time is the funeral?’


‘Eleven o’clock.’


‘I’ll come with you if you like.’


‘I don’t even know if I’m going. They’re going to cremate her. It’s just too awful.’


‘You have to go. Believe me. It will be even worse if you’re not there to say your goodbyes, to close the chapter. You need to see things through to the end. I’ll call you at lunchtime and you can tell me how it went. OK?’


‘I’ll call you. I’m going home. I’m sorry. About the quote, I mean.’


‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll sort it. I’ll get Genoveva to make the corrections. It’s not difficult.’


After leaving the office I go down to the warehouse for no particular reason. I wander down the aisles, all lined with enormous shelves stacked with tiles and shower screens, toilet bowls and bathtubs, but I don’t stay there long. I prefer the building materials piled up outside: gravel, cement, reinforced concrete beams, breeze-blocks, sand. I often stroll among the heaps of building materials that become invisible once they’ve been used – cities are built with them but hardly anyone is aware of their existence. I like to lose myself among the pallet-loads of bricks and the mounds of sand, not only because it’s another way of escaping from work while giving the impression that I’m doing something useful but also because these materials bring me closer to my work itself. They are solid objects and piles of stuff that become detached from reality and achieve the perfection of imaginary objects when you’re putting a quote together. The physical materials have defects, broken corners, rough surfaces that accumulate dust, and as I go by I run my hand over the bricks and breeze-blocks, I run my fingers through the gravel or sand just as I did when I was a child, plunging my hands into bags of pulses or pouring them out on to the table. Touching things made me feel they were solid and took me away from school where they only told you about abstract things, which you can’t tread underfoot and which have no taste or smell or substance. When I was a boy I wanted to be a farmer. I used to picture myself riding on a tractor, my whole body shaking with the engine’s vibrations, forced to squint because of the sun reflecting off the bonnet, relishing the smell of diesel and cereals. I can’t remember how on earth the adolescent I once was decided to study business administration. If I could, I’d go back in time and shake him out of that stupor he wasted his time in, lethargic and detached, like a man overboard adrift on the sea. I’d shake him gently and tell him, ‘Hey, don’t make that mistake. You’ll regret it, believe me.’ But then he would have shrugged his shoulders and flicked back his lank fringe with a sudden jerk of his head, smiling like someone who doesn’t understand a joke that they’ve just been told.


‘Can I help you?’


The warehouse manager is watching over his domain like Cerberus, but instead of three heads he’s just got the one. It’s so enormous that you immediately think he must have had some terrible disease as a child, some secret disability. He always wears a baseball cap emblazoned with the initials of some team or corporation. He doesn’t like me being there. Maybe because he has a strong sense of class consciousness. He’s always bad-tempered when anyone from upstairs (in other words, anyone belonging to that other class whose only experience of physical effort comes from doing sport or keeping in shape and whose hands are free from calluses and cracks, grease and dust) asks him a question about some type of material or other or about delivery times. His off-hand response always seems to convey the message that in his opinion he’s the one who knows the best way to manage the stocks, plan the delivery rounds and get in more supplies, and that the reason he knows all this is because he has learned it on the job and not, like us, in some lecture hall. The rest of us are intruders, the absentee landlords riding on the backs of the labourers.


‘No, you can’t help me. I’m just having a look.’


‘Just having a look.’


I’d like to be friends with him, walk beside him between the enormous shelves and talk about the quality of this or that product, complain about the lackadaisical attitude of the suppliers or discuss the logistical complexities of managing a fleet of trucks. I’d also like to smoke a cigarette with him, in silence, admiring the warehouse like a bricklayer who’s just finished building a wall, taking pride in a job well done with a simplicity that requires neither explanation nor comment. Because, actually, he’s an affable man, even though he can make me feel like a tourist who takes a photograph of a child in rags and then has to give him some coins to shake off the guilty feeling of intruding on someone else’s misery. I watch him from a distance sometimes, joking with the forklift driver, a Romanian who barely speaks Spanish, or with a group of Poles, who I can easily imagine as a gang of dockers in some icy, fog-bound port, who cart materials from one place to another following a logic I don’t understand. Perhaps, like me, they are only pretending to be busy. On another occasion I saw him surrounded by the Ecuadorians as he carried one of them on his shoulders like a St Christopher with his hands cracked by cement, followed by a procession of rowdy devotees. He can speak every language except mine. He can get along with everyone except the class enemy.


I wave goodbye, and despite the fact that any other day an encounter like this might have put me in a bad mood I go off home feeling satisfied, like a schoolboy whose teacher has swallowed his made-up excuse for bunking off school. I’ve done something wrong, not exactly a crime but certainly a deception of the type that could cost you a friendship or a relationship. In spite of that, I don’t feel bogged down. I feel uplifted, and I whistle a tune in my head that was popular years back and which I remember dancing to on occasion. Not even the storm, which has just broken and completely drenched me in a few seconds, can spoil my mood. It’s OK, I’m OK, everything’s OK. I’ve broken free from this unbearable Friday, from having to put on my most serious expression, from taking serious decisions, from keeping up with José Manuel, or rather, keeping up with myself. It’s been a while since I’ve broken any rules so demonstrably. I’ve never been an offender, unconcerned by moral codes, stealing things I didn’t need and could quite easily pay for from department stores, like my friends used to. It wasn’t the fear of being caught so much as an awareness of what was right and what was wrong. When I was twenty-five I went into an IKEA store and came out with a small rug under my arm that I hadn’t paid for at the checkout. I felt that reaching the age of twenty-five without ever having stolen anything was a sign of submissiveness, which even to me seemed excessive and something I had to put right straight away. Some months later, after a bet with some friends who I’ve lost contact with now, I turned up at an interview for a clerical job at an electricity company, which I wasn’t actually very much interested in getting, wearing a grey suit, shiny shoes and impeccably gelled-back hair, but with a cowbell around my neck instead of a tie. These are my only two acts of open rebellion, two futile acts, a measly record for a man of forty years of age.


Now, more than then, I feel like I’ve struck a blow for freedom, that I’ve done something to put an end to being buried by acceptance, living every day as if there were no alternative, no other ways of being me.


Clara is dead. A girl with a family and friends I know nothing about, who would also have lied occasionally, who had things to hide that no one will ever find out about now. Or maybe they will because after we die we leave traces of who we were, even though many of these will be misinterpreted. Why did you keep contraceptive pills in a drawer if we were trying for a baby? That photograph of a young man, tucked away in an envelope, who is he? Why did you have a second email account that I didn’t know anything about? Who’s making all those calls to your mobile without leaving any messages? Why have you visited so many websites about stomach cancer in the past few weeks? Perhaps there will be a banal or innocuous answer to each of these questions, but nothing can be clarified or explained now. Nor will we know about things that left no trace, about unexpressed desires or plans that never materialized. Clara is dead. I’ll never get to know about those traces, those signs, those ambivalent clues. I’d like to know if she was happy, if the life she was leading was the one she had chosen or if she was trying to veer away from a path that had been chosen for her, to launch into some dramatic or passionate adventure. Suddenly I realize that perhaps she was a woman who was intrinsically dramatic or passionate and who didn’t need to change anything. I’d like to see a photograph of her, to see whether any of her features betrayed her worries, her fears, her history.




When I look in my wardrobe for something suitable to wear to the funeral, it strikes me how loath I am to wear dark clothing. I’m faced with clothes in several ranges of pale colours: beiges, light tans, greys, pale greens, pale blues. My shirts look like a paint colour chart in which the tones are so similar it’s difficult to tell them apart. Despite finding the occasional bold orange flash in there to break up the monotony, I’m gripped by the fear that this predilection for light colours might betray some deep-seated character flaw. I wouldn’t trust someone who only wears pale colours, as if they’re wearing camouflage so they can’t be seen against the greyness of everyday life. The darkest clothes I can find are my navy-blue jeans. I’ve got nothing in black except a few pairs of socks and underpants.


I haven’t been to a funeral since an aunt of mine died, my mother’s elder sister, when I was still in my teens. I suppose I haven’t yet reached the age when the previous generation starts dying off. I was so young when my grandparents died (one of them before I was even born) that I can’t even remember when it was, and I don’t recall going to any funerals. My mother’s still alive – if you can call it that when she seems to stumble around like she’s been lost for a very long time – and I think my father is, too, or if he has died then no one has told me. But actually, other people my age have lost siblings, husbands and wives, even children. I’ve had very little contact with death. It’s been keeping itself entertained elsewhere, so for me it’s an unknown quantity, more of a literary or cinematic point of reference than a personal one. That’s why I’m not even sure whether people still follow the custom of wearing dark (or even black) clothes to funerals. In the end I opt for the jeans, a light-grey shirt and a brown linen jacket I don’t even remember buying and which has been hidden for years at the back of the wardrobe in a suit cover.


I search the internet for directions to the funeral parlour and discover that I have to take several modes of transport: first the metro, then a suburban train, then a taxi. I plump for taking a taxi all the way because it’s raining and because earlier this morning I went out to buy some flowers to take along, and I’d feel silly travelling on the metro clutching a bunch of flowers. Also, it seems more dignified and solemn to go to a funeral parlour by taxi than on the metro.


At reception, an employee asks me which ceremony I’m going to with the slick efficiency of a hotel receptionist asking whether or not I want breakfast included with the room. Actually, the funeral parlour feels like one of those hotels that specializes in conferences: gentle peach tones, furniture from an interior-design shop (too impersonal to be comfortable) with gold trimmings and flowers and finishings in a wood that appears to be of good quality but isn’t. The employee waits for my reply with his pen (Montblanc) poised in the air.


‘Is there more than one?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Is there more than one funeral happening at the same time?’


‘We have seventeen fully equipped chapels.’


To avoid having to confess that I only know the deceased person’s first name, which might have made him suspicious of me, I raise my hand as if to ask him to wait for a few seconds, hurriedly take out my mobile as if I had just received a call and fake a conversation one or two yards away from the reception desk. After a few moments a couple in their sixties come up, dressed in mourning, and the man replies to the same question with the name Clara Álvarez. I wait for them to get a few steps ahead, throw a hint of an apologetic smile towards the receptionist while I point towards the couple in mourning with my mobile phone. I catch up with them and walk alongside. The woman’s eyes are red. The man is chewing at his bottom lip as if trying to tear off a bit of loose skin. He stops and rummages in his pockets. The woman makes as if to say something to him and raises her hand, thinks better of it and leans her head on the shoulder of the man who I suppose is her husband. He takes out a handkerchief and dabs the corners of his eyes, which look dry to me. I have to stop, too. I pretend to look around the enormous hall surrounding us. The architecture is modern and quite grandiose, not at all like a mortuary, with large windows looking out on a patio garden and terrazzo floors so highly polished that they look like marble, and there are huge leatherette sofas. The man is still chewing his bottom lip manically, like a rodent, which makes me think that it’s probably a nervous tic rather than a display of emotion.
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