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Between fear and desire

Ronaldo refreshed his throat with another sip of ice-cold beer before adding with conviction:

"Any man who doesn't stray these days is a sucker!"

"Why?" asked Theodoro, surprised by the comment.


"Well, because women today are out there cheating on their husbands, boyfriends, and fiancés at will.


"What are you basing that on?"

"I read a report about it in one of those serious magazines."

– Ah! But we can't generalize.


– I can personally attest to the truth of this article, as I have dated several women who were in relationships, engaged, and even married. Women really do cheat, including mothers. And they no longer wait for men to approach them; they come up to us and brazenly propose an affair! And no man refuses, because when it comes to sex, we don't care if the woman is a nun, married, a princess, mayor, widow, cousin, sister, mother, or grandmother of a friend—we go for it!


"Do you think your wife cheats on you?" challenged Theodoro.

"She doesn't cheat on me because I keep a close eye on her. Although when someone wants to cheat, they'll find a way. It's like a criminal who wants to rob a house; they'll find a way, even if it's a fortified Apache fort.

Ronaldo took another sip from his eighth can of beer before adding:

"Now, if I find out that my wife has cheated on me, I won't feel so hurt in my pride, because I've cheated on her before, with hundreds of women."

"Is that really true?" asked Theodoro, thoughtfully.


"Oh, Saint Thomas, mark my words, you'll see two horns growing on your forehead, you'll even be able to use them as a Christmas tree," Ronaldo laughed with his friends. "Come here, let me take a look at that bump on your head to see if I can call you Theodore the Moose."


Everyone laughed again.

"Here comes Theodore the moose. There goes Theodore the moose, jumping around, while his wife jumps around with the Ricardos of the forest."

Staring at Theodore, Ronaldo added:


– Open your eyes, my friend. Open your eyes! A word of advice from a friend, get your act together before you're made a fool of. You'll feel better if you find out you've been cheated on. You can see that a person who discovers they've been cheated on is consumed with pain, not because of love, love doesn't matter, but because of hatred for having been deceived and because they will suffer from what others will say behind their back: "there goes the cuckold."


A classmate observed:


"Women are so bold these days that a colleague of mine was caught by his friend's wife in the couple's own home. While her husband was preparing the barbecue, she wanted to have a quickie with him in the attic, then they joined her husband as if nothing had happened. I don't want to be cuckolded ever, and since I know there's no way to control my wife and women in general, I cheat. The only way to control women is with a chastity belt...



"It would be good if we forced our women to wear one because nothing turns me on more, man, than the pleasure of cheating on a woman who can't cheat on me... I feel a craving, man!" chimed in another colleague, totally drunk.


"We can't generalize... My wife is faithful. I'm sure of it!" retorted Theodoro, slightly tense.


"Juca said the same thing about his wife, remember? And yet she cheated on him with painters, plumbers, and even garbage collectors. She was turned on by having sex with people from a lower class than hers. When he found out, he had a heart attack, poor guy, he almost died! I bet if he had cheated on her, he would have felt less bad when he found out, because he would have had something to throw in her face. The hard part is that we tried to make Juca realize what all of us, the city, and probably Japan, knew, that his wife was cheating on him, and he didn't get our hints.


Ronaldo's last words bothered Theodoro. Were he and the others trying to hint at something about his wife? The following comment made him even more angry.


"Theodoro, your wife is hot. She's the type that everyone wants and would do anything to get. So be careful! I married Maristela because she's not so pretty and attractive, so I feel more at ease."


Theodoro left his friends at the bar, feeling suspicious. On his way home, he reflected on the conversation that had just taken place. He had grown up hearing that men cheat on their wives, not the other way around. Looking at his own family, he confirmed that this was true. Only the men had cheated on their wives, not the other way around. It was all an exaggeration on Ronaldo's part. That's all it was. He had always been prone to exaggeration. The more beer he drank, the more nonsense he talked.


There was only one thing Ronaldo had said that, for him, was true: whoever discovered they had been cheated on, whether man or woman, felt terrible, not because of love, but because of shame at what others would say about them in society and, above all, for having been made a fool of. He himself would feel that way if he discovered he had been cheated on.



​Suddenly, the lyrics of the song playing on the car radio caught his attention to the point that he turned up the radio to hear it better: "To think that I was betrayed for you...!" said a line from the song. Was that a sign? Nonsense. Of course not, Débora would never betray him. Just thinking about her betraying him made his heart ache. From that day on, Theodoro found himself, every now and then, tormented by that possibility.


»


​Débora hadn't come home yet when Theodoro returned from work. That worried him immediately. She had never come home so late from the gym. When he saw the answering machine, Theodoro decided to do something he rarely did, in fact almost never: check the messages left on it.



He pressed the repeat button and listened. No message caught his attention except one that said: "Hi, Débora, this is Ricardo, instructor at the Mágico Ben Star gym. Everything okay? I'm calling to say that I'm waiting for you at the next axé class on Tuesday. You'll love it. After class, if you can, go out with our group for a beer. It'll be great company!"


Theodoro looked incredulously at the machine in front of him and sighed deeply, annoyed, scratching his head as was typical of him. At that moment, what Ronaldo had said at the bar came back to his mind. After listening to the message again, his blood boiled even more. Was Débora cheating on him with that teacher? It couldn't be. It must just be his imagination. If not, how could he know? Only if he followed her or hired a detective to tail her 24 hours a day, watching her. It was the only way. Although, as his colleague had said, when a woman wants to cheat on a man, nothing can stop her. Absolutely nothing! Now he understood better than anyone the importance of a chastity belt.

If he were cheated on, everyone would find out, because these things always come to light. If he were already being cheated on, people would have been talking behind his back for a long time: "Here comes the cuckold. There goes the cuckold. Poor guy. A cuckold like him!" Theodore felt his heart beat faster with fear just thinking about it.

When Débora arrived from the gym, Theodoro immediately kissed her and discreetly sniffed her neck.

"You're late today, what happened?" he said, trying to keep his voice natural.

"I decided to try the axé class."

"Axé? You dancing axé?"

"It's too early to say if I have a knack for it, but I'll keep trying."

"Is the teacher any good?"

"She dances very well!" replied Débora.

She lied. She chose to omit the fact that the instructor was a man. If she knew he had heard the message on the answering machine, how would she react? Why omit that detail? Strange, very suspicious. Theodoro scratched the back of his neck, this time more vigorously, as if he wanted to tear his skin off so that these troubling suspicions would leave his mind and stop bothering him.


Suddenly, he remembered something that calmed his nerves. An axé teacher could only be a sissy. Real men don't dance. They're uptight. No wonder all dancers are homosexual, he believed. This realization brought him some relief, a relief that lasted until his mind brought back the memory of the teacher's voice recorded on the desk, a masculine, firm voice, not at all effeminate.


Lost in thought, Theodore felt like telling his wife that he had heard the message on the answering machine and therefore knew that she had lied about the teacher's gender. But he couldn't do that, not until he had a trump card up his sleeve, a betrayal to throw in her face if he found out that she had cheated on him.

»

The following days were exhausting for Theodoro; meeting after meeting left him stressed, but nothing stressed him more than the fear of being betrayed by his wife. He couldn't get it out of his head. All it took was a moment of distraction from his work for the conversation he had had with his friends about betrayal and the message left on his answering machine by the professor to come back to his mind.


Theodoro left the office that day once again immersed in those troubled thoughts. He was walking through the large hall on the ground floor of the building where he worked when he saw a young woman looking at him. She was tall, slender, with dark eyes, curly black hair, a delicate chin, and a captivating, simple, childlike smile. He had seen her there before, looking at him with the same attention. The young woman approached him and greeted him in a very friendly manner.


"How are you?"

Theodore liked the way she looked at him, with natural admiration.

"Fine," replied Theodoro, somewhat intimidated.

"My name is Claudia..." she introduced herself.

"Nice to meet you!"

"Yours is Theodoro, right?"

"Yes. How did you know?"

The girl shrugged and said firmly:
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